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Boats and Bridges 
 
We take our little launch to the river that weekend, where it is sunny and windy and I can 
taste the ocean on every gust. It seems a little too bright out since I’ve been running on 
practically no sleep from this new pill, but I just pop on some sunglasses and it’s fine. Peter sets 
everything up, as he always does, and we maneuver our way from the big, wide river filled with 
boat traffic to the smaller natural canals created by the mangrove forests. We slow down when 
we pass signs telling us to watch out for manatees, but it’s a warm day so I doubt we will see 
any. 
 “You should go faster,” I say to him. He’s serious and staring straight ahead, his baseball 
cap shading his eyes from me. 
 “I can’t,” he says. 
 “Oh, c’mon, all the manatees will be farther out this time of year. I want to feel the wind 
in my hair,” I take my hair from its ponytail for emphasis. My head feels much lighter now, and 
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my hair floats around my face in the wind. I never realized how thick it was until I started pulling 
it out. 
He doesn’t go any faster. 
We stop when we reach a clearing in the mangroves that’s round and spacious, a spot of 
darker water in the middle indicating a hole where the bottom drops out. The latticework of squat 
trees shields us from the wind, so we are still and immovable on top of the water once the wake 
from our engine moves past us. 
Peter takes out the poles, tackle box, and bait. He hands me a pole and a frozen shrimp, 
then he baits his rod and casts it into the deep pool.  
I take a moment to enjoy our surroundings first. The sky is a deep blue that reminds me 
of my favorite summer dress, and the muffled wind and frogs make it seem like we are the only 
two people out here. “Beautiful day,” I say. 
“Mmm,” he replies. 
I release my hook from one of the loops on the rod and let it hang free, then drop it into 
the water. It makes the tiniest ripples. 
“What are you thinking right now?” I ask him. 
“That I want to catch the biggest bass I’ve ever seen.” 
“I bet you will. I can feel it.” 
“No, I don’t think I will.” 
I reel in my hook and grab it. “Don’t say that. You’ll jinx it.” I take the hook in my right 
hand and the shrimp in my left, intending to feed the shrimp onto the hook, but that’s when I 
notice my hands are shaking. 
“No, I can’t jinx it because you just did,” he says. 
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I bring the hook closer to the shrimp but can’t seem to aim it at the right spot. I keep 
grazing my fingers. I start laughing, because watching my drunken hands makes me remember 
this time I saw my grandmother trying to crochet while falling asleep. 
“Jenna! What are you doing?” Peter takes the shrimp and hook from my hands and baits 
it in one motion, just like that.  
“Sorry,” I say, possibly apologizing for my laughter, possibly apologizing for his anger. 
“You could have said something,” he says. He grabs my rod and lays it behind him, then 
leans forward and takes my hands. “What’s wrong with them?” he asks. My thumb and 
forefinger are slightly scratched, but it’s not too bad. 
“I don’t know. I don’t think I’ve noticed them shaking like this before,” I say, which isn’t 
true. It’s another side-effect, one to add to the growing list. He sighs, but doesn’t say anything. 
Instead he hands me two Band-Aids.  
“Sorry,” I say again, after my fingers are wrapped and I have my pole back. 
“I just thought we could go fishing,” he said. “I thought this, at least, would still be 
simple.” 
“It is, look—” I cast my rod—“See? Fishing.” 
He takes a big breath and lets it out through his nose. “Doesn’t it bother you?” he says. 
“I would have gotten the shrimp on the hook eventually,” I say. 
 “You know what I mean.” 
I nod. I do know what he means. But I also know the question is more for him than me. 
“Worth it,” I say. 
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We both sit, staring at the black water, and all is still. I get no bites for at least fifteen 
minutes, so I give up and reel in my hook. It comes up clean, of course, not even a scrap of 
shrimp. 
“You should check yours,” I say, laying the rod down on the bottom of the boat. I pull the 
cooler to me and root around for my sandwich. 
“Haven’t gotten any bites,” he says. 
“Me neither. But my hook was still empty.” 
He doesn’t reel the line in. After I finish my sandwich, I’m still hungry so I eat his. He 
doesn’t notice. I eat an apple and some chips, very loud chips that make crunchy echoes in our 
round sanctuary. Still, he is focused on his line.  
The sun is directly overhead now; I can feel it burning my cheeks and shoulders. For a 
few more minutes I watch the sweat drip down the side of his face onto his shirt. 
“Bet you twenty bucks it’s empty,” I say. 
“Bet you twenty it’s not.” 
“Deal. Reel it in.” 
“No.” 
“Fine,” I say. I stand up and take my shirt and sunglasses off, then grab the side of the 
launch for balance as I unzip my shorts. 
“Jenna,” he says. 
I kick my off my shorts and look down at my body, at least twenty pounds heavier than 
three months ago. My stomach and thighs don’t seem to be cooperating with the added weight 
and I’m starting to get stretch marks. Luckily the sunlight is somewhat forgiving on my already 
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tanned skin, but still, it feels like my body is betraying me little by little. Another side-effect for 
the list. 
“What do you think is down there anyway?” I say, and then I lunge off the bench. As I 
jump the boat is pushed in the opposite direction, out from under my feet. For a second I am in 
the air, legs tucked to my stomach and he says “hey” in warning, but it’s too late. 
I hit the water, and all I hear are the bubbles around my face. It’s so hot that I’m not even 
shocked by the lukewarm water. I let myself sink, down into the blacker, cooler water for a few 
seconds. Something zooms by me and I see that it’s Peter’s hook, half a shrimp clinging to it. 
When I come up he says, “Now you’ve really jinxed it.” His grey t-shirt is speckled with 
droplets and he is putting his rod away. 
“If it’s half-empty does that mean that you get ten and I get ten?” I say. I lie on my back 
and stare at the sky. The water covers my ears, so I hear the sound of distant motors instead of 
his reply. 
 “What?” I say when I turn upright. 
“I said it means I win.” 
I swim over to the launch. “You always win.” 
He lifts the lid of the cooler. Before he can say anything about his missing sandwich 
though, I splash him. 
“Hey!” he lifts his hands up to shield himself, but I lie on my back and kick up water 
until he is soaked.  
“Stop!” he says after a while, slamming his hand on the metal seat in front of him. I stop, 
then swim up to the launch and peek over the edge like a mermaid. His head is down, hand still 
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on the bench, and he’s breathing heavily. The rods are floating around in a puddle at the bottom 
of the boat, and everything is drenched, including my clothes. 
“Hey,” I say, reaching out to touch his arm. But he sits up before I can reach him. 
“Why do you always have to win?” I say. 
He looks down at me, then takes off his hat, runs his hand through his hair, and puts it 
back on. “Get in,” he says. 
I stay where I am. He stands up to reach the bailing bucket at the front of the launch, and 
that’s when I pull myself up the side and push him with all that I’ve got. With the combination of 
the rocking boat and my push, he doesn’t stand a chance. He falls in on his back and lands on the 
other side of the launch. 
“Jenna!” I hear him say, and then a lot of thrashing like the flailing of giant fish, but he 
doesn’t swim around the boat to me. Eventually he calms down and I can hear the frogs and the 
breeze in the mangroves again. 
“Okay,” he says. I swim under the boat and look up at him from underwater, floating on 
his back, outlined in sunlight. He looks relaxed: something I haven’t seen in a long time. 
 
We are both still sopping wet when we reach the boat ramp. There’s a line of people 
trying to load and unload their boats and jet skis so we have to wait a while before Peter can get 
out to fetch the Jeep. I stand on the ramp for a few minutes, letting the metal side of the boat bob 
up and down against my leg as hot water from my clothes drips into the river. 
When Peter backs the car down the ramp and jumps out, his shoes make this loud 
squelching noise, and I can’t help but smile. He starts hitching the boat up, every step 
accompanied by a squishy fart. 
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“What are you smiling about,” he says, leaning over the crank. 
“You have to admit, it’s a little bit funny,” I say. 
He finishes cranking the boat up onto the trailer. Then he stands up and looks at me. “I 
had my cell phone in my pocket,” he says. 
Damn. “That’s not what fishing trips are for.” 
“So now it’s my fault.” 
“I was just trying to lighten the mood.” 
“Good solution.” 
We are holding up the line, and people are getting impatient. Another car has its reverse 
lights on farther up the ramp, ready to take our place. Peter turns around to get in the driver’s 
seat. 
“Can’t we ever have any fun?” I say. 
He snaps back around. “Are you serious? You call that fun?” He stops. Then: “Please tell 
me this is another side effect.” I wait for him to regret his words, just a little bit. Then I walk past 
him, around to the passenger side. 
“Yeah, it is. It’s called happiness,” I say as I pass him. “Don’t know if you’ve heard of 
it.” I watch him through the tinted car windows as he puts his hands against the back of his head, 
his arms outlining triangles of blue sky. We both stand there for a few seconds, me watching 
him, him looking at the river. 
“Hey!” a tan boy stands up on his floating jet ski, a few feet from the ramp. “You’re 
holding up the line,” he says to Peter. 
I get in the car, then Peter gets in beside me. We drive away in silence. 
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That night, I end up in front of the bathroom mirror again, my follicles itching for the 
release. I move methodically, pulling out hair strand by strand until there’s a thin webbing of it 
in the sink, like blonde spider silk. Something about the anticipation of the pain for each one 
makes it so much sweeter: the buildup as I feel for a strand, then the tension when I pull, the 
awareness and sudden sharp jab to one impossibly specific point on my scalp. It’s like tugging 
on a life force, reminding me over and over again that everything on my body is alive, its own 
being. Plus, it’s a great stress reliever. 
“The fridge is empty,” I hear Peter say from the kitchen. “I’m going for takeout.” His 
footsteps come toward the bedroom. “What do you want?” Then, from the bathroom door: “Oh 
god, Jenna. Not again.” 
I keep looking at myself in the mirror. “It’s like heaven,” I say. “You should try it.” I pull 
out another strand, letting it float down to the sink before I reach for another. 
“Why are you doing this?” 
“I told you, because it feels good.” 
“No, I mean, why are you doing this?” 
I put my hand on the sink and turn toward him. He’s leaning on the door frame, arms 
crossed. 
“I can’t be perfect all the time, Peter. You’ve got to let me have a little crazy.” 
“I’m not asking you to be perfect. I’m asking you why you think this stuff is so great 
when it’s destroying you.” 
“First of all, it’s not,” I say, though it maybe kind of is. “And because it makes me happy. 
It actually works. Do you know how hard it is to find that?” 
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He taps his fingers against his bicep, and I see that he’s tense, carefully controlled. We’ve 
been through this too many times, and we are in danger of falling into that loop of argument 
again. 
In the end, he just nods and walks away, and I listen to him grab the keys and lock the 
door behind him. That’s when I realize I never told him what I wanted for dinner, but I don’t 
worry:  he’ll just pick up one of the old regulars. 
 
“Jenna. Come to bed.” Peter is in the doorway, eyes squinting in the light and hair 
flattened on the left side of his head. I am reading a book on the couch. It’s about three. 
“Mmm, one moment. Let me finish my chapter.” 
He disappears and I hear the covers rustle from the bedroom as he resettles himself. I 
finish my chapter a few minutes later, but I stay sitting on the couch, looking around at the black 
windows, completely awake. I stare into the lamp bulb until my vision is white and purple from 
it. Then I get up, turn off the light, and stumble into the bedroom, knocking my foot on the 
rocking chair as I fumble for the bed in my self-inflicted darkness. All I can see is a purple and 
blue spot in the center of my vision with white squiggly lines running through it. I laugh quietly 
at my stupidity. 
Peter groans. I feel his hand touch my side as I lie down, and I know what he wants. 
“No,” I say. 
“Mmm?” he says, his hand still running down my side. He hits the new roll around my 
waist, explores the bulge with his fingers. I take his hand and thread my fingers through it, then 
hug it to my chest. 
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My eyes adjust to the room until I can see the ghostly white of the moonlight on the sheer 
curtains and the glimmering wetness of his eyes. The rocking chair is still recovering from my 
earlier collision, softly bumping against the wall every few seconds. 
“What?” I ask. 
“Just look at yourself,” he whispers. “Do you really think it’s worth it?” 
“I do.” It shouldn’t be the right answer, I know. But somehow it’s true for me “But you 
don’t,” I say. 
“I just don’t see how your so-called happiness is worth it if you can’t even be healthy.” 
“Peter,” I say. “Can we not do this now? I’m tired.” But that’s a lie, and he knows it. 
“I mean, your eyes are so red, you’re practically eating like a cow—” 
“A cow?” 
“—and you don’t sleep a wink,” he finishes. 
I sit up in bed, pulling the covers from his body. “I’m starting to think you liked me better 
when I was sick,” I say. 
“You’re sick now.” 
“No. I’m happy.” 
“You’re not you.” 
“Maybe I am. Maybe who you knew before wasn’t me. Maybe who you fell in love with 
was just a sad little woman who couldn’t smile if her life depended on it.” 
“Don’t say that.” 
“It’s true.” 
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He sits up. I feel his hand on my back, and he pulls me close so my head can rest on his 
shoulder, a familiar position. Together we look out the window, at our tiny backyard filled with 
mostly dirt and crabgrass and the little silver boat we hoped would help bridge the gap today. 
“I love you,” I say, but that’s not what it sounds like. It comes out loud in the sleep-filled 
room, breaking the silence in an unwelcome way. No one would say I love you like that and 
mean it.  
Eventually we fall back in bed, my head still on his shoulder, and I listen to his breathing 
deepen until he starts to snore. I roll away from him and slip out from the warm covers, then pad 
over to the window. The words are still in my head, echoing again and again the way a phrase 
spoken in a quiet room does. I run my hand down the white sheers, like gossamer in the 
moonlight. They smell like dust. 
Normally I would find the soft regularity of his snore comforting, but not tonight. 
Tonight I leave the room and return to the couch to read my book until the sun rises. 
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Buffer 
 
As I left the lodge and the lamplight behind that night, I reveled in the slow burn of the 
frigid air in my lungs. I followed the driveway down to the geyser basin, where in the moonlight 
I could see the steady steam clouds rising. The bison, gathered around the hot springs to keep 
warm, were like blots of ink against the blue-white snow. We had been told by the rangers upon 
arriving in Yellowstone that we were not to come within fifty feet of any wildlife, but no one 
else was out, so I could do what I liked. 
I reached the boardwalk and walked along until I was near enough that I could hear the 
bison breathing and see the puffs of steam coming from their nostrils. Then I sat down to watch 
them, and I thought of all the ways I could die right there, at that moment. I decided to make a 
list in my head, counting out each thing that could kill me in whispered breaths that clouded 
around my face and warmed my nose.  
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I had taken to doing that during family vacations: contemplating all the interesting 
possibilities for death that cropped up whenever we left home. I thought about who would notice 
first if I fell off a cliff in the Grand Canyon, or what they would do to try to save me if I was 
carried out by a rip current in Costa Rica. I thought about what they would say at my funeral and 
who would want to have my room. 
It was my main distraction from the millions of pointless fights that broke out amongst 
siblings. The youngest of us was now seven, but that did not stop the bickering. I would wager 
that our fights were actually more vicious now that we all had some lung strength and could 
string a sentence together. And ever since I’d started high school that year, spending time with 
my family made me feel more and more like I was holding my breath underwater: I could only 
take so much before I had to come up for air.  
Earlier, my ever-optimistic father had decided that we should get a family photo in front 
of the big tree in the main hall. My mother had us all in one big line at first, oldest to youngest, 
but the photographer couldn’t fit us all into the frame, so we had to break up into smaller groups. 
“Oldest three in the back, then youngest four in the front,” my father said. We started 
arranging ourselves while the twins tried to step on our feet “accidentally.” Anne, Beth, and 
Chad were not being very responsive, as they were coping with the situation by pretending it 
wasn’t happening. They stood in loose formation while discussing the finer points of what it 
meant to be a college student versus a high school student in terms of the amount of times it was 
acceptable to miss class. 
“No, Dawn’s too tall. We can’t even see Beth now,” said my mother. 
“But she’s too short for the back. Earl and Fay are almost her height,” said my father. 
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“How about I just stand off to the side, like this?” I said, taking a step away from the 
group. I brought my hands to my chest and smiled goofily like I was the family dog. Glen 
laughed at my stupid joke, like always. Fay whispered to Earl loud enough for me to hear but not 
my parents: “She’s never here anyway. Why should she be in the family photo?” 
Stupid eleven-year-olds. 
In the end my mom had Glen sit on the floor, with me and the twins kneeling behind him. 
Anne, Beth, and Chad sat in chairs, and then my parents stood over us all, their hands on the 
shoulders of Anne and Chad like they were the king and queen over their perfect little kingdom. 
Over dinner, Beth ended up spilling water on Chad and he called her a bitch, which then 
made Beth spill more water on him and say something about him having a small package. Anne 
had to reprimand them both because Mom and Dad were occupied with the twins, who were 
screaming at each other because Earl had told Fay she looked like a boy and Fay told Earl he 
looked like a girl. Glen and I were the only ones actually eating; we exchanged understanding 
looks and sighs until I could excuse myself from the mess. I wandered around the lodge for a bit, 
studying the landscape paintings and mounted moose heads in the great hall, but the sounds of 
my bickering family could be heard from the dining room even there. So I ventured out into the 
cold and found myself thinking of death again. 
I counted twelve individual things that could kill me now: the snow, the cold, the bison, 
the acidic pools, the fumes, the snow piling on the trees, the toxic salt crystals, the creaky 
boardwalk, the scalding steam, the boiling water, the unsteady ground, and the sky. The sky 
could always do something to kill you.  
Together those things formed many gruesome deaths in my mind. I was thrilled by my 
imaginings, and my breaths became quick and light until the stars were like daylight and I had to 
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lie down on the icy wood of the walkway. I liked to think that my fascination with death 
stemmed from boredom rather than suicidal morbidity. 
After a few minutes the bison had not noticed me, and still, no one had come to find me. I 
searched for possible constellations and satellites until my feet were numb, enjoying the seldom 
won solitude in a family of nine. 
“Dawn?” 
I sat up at the sound of my name. My mother was clunking along the boardwalk toward 
me, seemingly unaware of the herd of bison that were within range to trample her.  
I put my finger to my lips and motioned for her to stop. She slowed down, but continued 
until she reached me, and then sat down beside me. 
“What are you doing out here?” she whispered, sending her breath into my face. I could 
not hear any anger or exasperation in her voice, which confused me. My mother was not the type 
to be out alone at night for an evening stroll, nor the type to allow her children to do the same. 
But she wasn’t giving any emotion away, so I just shrugged and said, “It’s prettier out 
here at night.” 
She nodded and then looked up at the stars. Her face and her bared throat were like a 
stark black and white drawing in the moonlight, and right then my mother was a stranger to me. I 
had never known her to look anywhere but straight ahead. 
I wondered if anyone else was looking for me. There weren’t any other calls. I could only 
hear the breathing and shuffling of the bison, and the occasional hiss of the springs as water 
sizzled on the snow. There was no wind, so the air was close and still like we were inside. 
“What brings you out here?” I asked, trying to play along with whatever game she had 
going. I was used to being the odd one out as the quiet child lost in the middle, but my mother 
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was always where the majority of the family was. As far as I knew, her friends and her hobbies 
were us and us. 
She looked at me and smiled. “Dad started singing Christmas carols,” she said. 
“’Tis the season.” 
She took my gloved hand and started rubbing it as if to warm it up. “So what’s been 
going on with my Dawn? What do you think of the trip so far?” 
Her term of endearment, my Dawn, which she used when she was feeling particularly 
motherly, grated against my nerves. Secretly I hated my name, and how my parents had named 
us. Each one syllable, alphabetical order. Selfish parents didn’t realize we had to carry their 
stupid idea with us for the rest of our lives. I would sometimes joke that they might as well have 
named us after the seven dwarves: it would have been intentionally funny then, at least, and 
people would be allowed to laugh at our names in front of us. 
 But still, here was my mother, unperturbed and out in the cold with me, giving me her 
full attention. I decided to try to answer without a hint of sarcasm, for once. 
“Oh, it’s been nice. I’ve just been dreaming about what it would be like to boil alive in 
one of these hot springs.” 
“That bad, huh?” 
“I try, I really do, but I swear these trips bring out the worst in me, and everyone else too. 
I just don’t think our family is meant to spend more than an hour together at a time. Bad things 
happen,” I said, thinking that the situation in the dining room had probably escalated to war-like 
proportions by now. 
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She squeezed my hand but I didn’t look at her. I couldn’t tell if she caught the sincerity in 
my words. Try as I might, sarcasm was a hard habit to break, if only because people stopped 
believing you when you started speaking the truth. 
“Well, I’ll tell you one thing,” she said, “Sometimes I think the same thing.” 
She sniffed from the cold and stretched her legs out on the boardwalk. She was wearing 
her Christmas pajamas under her boots and snow jacket. 
“Your father, bless his heart, sometimes doesn’t realize what a toll these trips take on 
me,” she said, then laughed to herself. “They say it gets easier once they are all past the first two 
years, but sometimes I swear it’s like I’m juggling seven infants in one and a half hands.”  
“Well then, why’d you have so many of us?” I asked. As far as I knew we were the 
largest family back in Atlanta. 
 “Oh, you know Dad. He convinced me that raising a large family would be a great 
adventure.” 
“Well, it’s not.” 
She laughed. “I think it is. It definitely wasn’t what I expected, but there’s rarely a dull 
moment.” 
She paused for a moment, and we could hear the building boil and hiss of a spring as it 
started erupting. “Besides,” she said. “Seven kids means seven times the love.” She nudged me 
playfully. 
 “I don’t think it’s supposed to work that way, Mom.” 
“You’d be surprised.” 
I doubted it. “Does that mean then, that because you had only one parent and no siblings, 
that you had no love?” 
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She pressed her lips together and looked away, then nodded slowly. I couldn’t tell if she 
was agreeing to my statement or thinking a thought of her own. 
“Mom?” I watched her looking out at the bison, waiting for her to say something. But 
when she didn’t, I knew I’d gone too far. She had never really spoken about her childhood 
before. How was I supposed to know it was a touchy subject? 
She crossed her legs again and scratched some salt off the wood with her fingernail. Still, 
I watched her, growing more and more confused, more and more curious. “It’s getting late,” she 
said eventually.  She stood up and then reached out a hand to help me up. “We should go in.” 
“No, wait,” I said, taking her hand. “Why won’t you tell me?” 
She sighed, and then let me pull her back down to the boardwalk. 
“There are some things that you don’t need to know, Dawn,” she said. 
“But I want to know,” I said. “You’re my mother. I have a right to know.” 
“In some ways you do, yes,” she said, patting my hand. “But you also have to understand 
that you’re not ready to hear everything. Not yet.” 
I wondered if her childhood could really be that bad. “Is it about your dad?” I asked. 
“Dawn,” she said, meaning to silence me, but from the way she said it I could tell that I 
was right, so I nodded and let it go. She patted my hand and then crossed her arms against the 
cold. Neither of us made a move to get up. 
The bison seemed to have naturally moved away from us and were now around the 
largest hot spring in the basin. We watched them shuffle around each other and dig their noses 
into the snow and salty crust near the edge of the pool. I remember that moment now as the first 
time that I was truly alone with my mother. 
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We sat leaning against each other until a breeze sprang up and blew the egg-scented 
steam into our faces. I coughed. 
“Think there’s any dessert left in the dining hall?” I asked. The moon passed behind the 
clouds. 
“Let’s go find out,” she said, and then got up and dusted off her pants.  
We had only taken a few steps on the boardwalk when we heard a loud cracking noise. 
We turned back and saw that the bison had all scattered, leaving a mother bison and her calf 
alone near the edge of spring.  
The baby wasn’t moving at all, and it brayed at its mother in a high-pitched call. She took 
a step toward her calf, bobbing her head up and down in distress. The thin shelf below the calf 
started cracking and hissing, sending up jets of scalding steam, which made the calf cry out 
louder. Suddenly, the calf tried to bolt away from the edge, but the ground under its feet was too 
unsteady. The shelf broke away and the calf plunged into the boiling pool with a sickening 
splash.  
For a moment, everything was quiet. “Oh my god,” I heard my mother whisper. 
Then the baby bison rose to the surface and started thrashing madly. It brayed 
unceasingly, which made it sound more like wailing, or screaming. It managed to swim to the 
edge of the pool, but it couldn’t find any traction on the sheer walls. The mother could only stand 
there and watch. 
“How hot is that water?” I said, transfixed. But my mother grabbed my shoulder and said, 
“Dawn, move!” then she pushed me ahead of her. I looked back and saw that some of the bison 
were stampeding toward us. 
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We ran to the end of the boardwalk and then up the driveway until we were clear of the 
herd. We were both out of breath, and my mother stopped to put her hands on her knees. 
I couldn’t stop replaying the image of the baby falling into the pool over and over again 
in my head. “We need to do something. Is there a ranger on duty, maybe?” I said. 
“No,” my mother said, then took a breath. “No, I don’t think anything can be done. I saw 
a skull at the bottom of a pool on the tour today,” she paused for another breath. “The guide said 
this sort of thing happens in the wintertime. The bison get close trying to keep warm, and it 
happens every year,” she said. 
We listened to the baby’s cries, which had been muffled by the distance and the snow, 
but were still fraught with pain. 
“Maybe we could at least get someone to shoot it or something. Can’t you hear it, Mom?” 
I didn’t even know if it was drowning, boiling alive, or dissolving in the pool’s acid. 
“Dawn,” she said as she stood up, “There’s nothing we can do.” 
She took both of my hands and I looked up at her. Only then did I notice that she was 
crying. I sniffled and watched the tear tracks glistening on her white cheek. 
“Okay,” I said. 
She let go of one hand but kept the other as we continued to walk up the driveway in the 
snow. I watched my numb feet push through the buildup like stiff logs. My thoughts shifted to 
the rest of my family, where they were surely having fun discussing the next election while 
burning sticks in the fireplace. It would be good to get away from the fading cries of pain and 
this sickening, wild place. The air was so cold that I could feel it numbing my teeth with every 
breath.  
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“Mom,” I said after a particularly nasty breeze passed and the trees had settled, “I would 
really like to know more about your past.” 
She put her arm around me and pulled me close. “Sometime, when we’re back home, I’ll 
tell you,” she said. “When things are a little bit less morbid.” 
“But I like morbid, don’t you know?” I smiled at her. 
She scoffed and then pushed me, lightly I’m sure, but my numb feet let me topple over 
into a snow pile at the edge of the road. At first she was worried that she’d hurt me, but when she 
saw that I was laughing, she smiled and tossed a snowball at me. We both laughed until we heard 
the sound of a faint bison call. 
She helped me up and then we walked into the circle of lamplight coming from the lodge. 
I was already planning which sibling I could inflict my frozen hands upon. 
As she opened the door for me, she put a hand on my shoulder to stop me, then pulled me 
to her and kissed my forehead. “My mother used to tell me that I would have a girl that was just 
like myself,” she said. “I never thought much of it, but now I realize how hard and how 
comforting it is that it’s true.” 
On any other night I would have dismissed her comment. I couldn’t see myself ever 
wanting to devote my life to raising seven kids. But then again, my mom was someone else too 
at one time, wasn’t she? 
I nodded. “Thanks.” 
“You’re a lucky girl: a big family means a big buffer,” she said, nodding down the drive 
toward the geyser basin and the world beyond. 
“Thanks,” I said again, then took her hand. There was nothing else I could really say. 
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 The sounds of our family’s raucous voices and laughter drifted from down the hallway, 
and we shed our layers as we approached in silence. I could smell something like hair burning 
along with the marshmallows and chocolate.  
We entered the nearly empty dining hall and my mother rejoined the others, but I paused 
to look at my family clustered around the oversized stone fireplace. They must have not realized 
in their festive mood that while they were laughing and singing, everyone else had left the room 
and turned off the lights. Now the only light came from the enormous fire and the squares of 
moonlight that spilled in from the windows on the opposite side of the room. 
 Looking at the shadows flickering across the walls and floor like twitching fingers, I was 
glad, for once, that there were nine of us.  
As I came over to the group and sat next to Glen by the fireplace, I heard my father ask 
my mother where we’d been. The room was a mess of sound with my three older siblings 
engrossed in conversation, while the three younger siblings played with sticks and marshmallows 
by the fire. But still, I heard my mother reply, “Oh, just for a walk down near the basin. Nothing 
special.” 
She looked over at me and caught my eye. In the firelight her face was smooth and 
solemn, a glimpse of what she must have looked like when she was younger.  
I stared back, not needing to nod or wink to tell her that I understood. She knew and I 
knew that what we had seen was our burden to bear; ours and ours alone.  
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The Eye of the Beholder 
 
I used to have a dream where a bird would sing beautiful music outside my window while 
I sat in bed and listened. It was such a vivid dream that sometimes I would cry when I woke to 
my quiet, plain bedroom. The dream would always start with me lying in bed, listening to the 
sound of the trash being picked up by the garbage-men, not wanting to get up for work. Then the 
birdsong would start and I would be caught in it. The music made everything seem to be 
brighter, as if the world was glowing from the inside like live coals. I would want to get up to 
search for the bird, but instead I would sit in bed, just listening. One time in my dream I brought 
my sister and then my mother to hear the birdsong, and they agreed it sounded nice, but only 
nice, like the way we enjoy the sound of wind chimes or the sizzle of bacon on the frying pan. 
Me though, I found myself thinking about the birdsong during my work day, when I was 
cooking dinner, when I was showering. It reminded me of a time when I was hiking alone in the 
Blue Ridge Mountains and I suddenly came across a clear creek flowing over rainbow-colored 
rocks. I’d stopped walking to stare at the scene: the mottled greens and yellows of the leaves, the 
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glistening water as it ran over the rocks, and the green moss huddled next to the bank. I wanted 
to take in the beauty with more than my eyes, and it made me sad to know that soon what I was 
seeing would be somewhat forgotten and distorted within my memory. 
Even now, when I look back at my many hikes in the wilderness and the countless times I 
dreamt about the bird, it all feels distant, like it happened to someone else or maybe not at all. I 
wonder what it was I gained from experiencing such beauty. Did I get to keep any of it at all? 
 
When I stopped dreaming about the bird, the music was still in my head. I had become 
attached to the dream and I wanted it back. I started taking online voice lessons, humming in the 
shower and when I was on the subway, and then one day, I worked up the nerve to sing to my 
roommate, who I barely knew but greatly admired. We had moved in together after meeting 
online a few months before, and I knew she was in the entertainment industry somehow. I was 
cooking breakfast, poached eggs and corned beef hash, and she was sitting at the breakfast nook 
reading the newspaper. 
I just opened my mouth and, la la la, started singing notes, beautiful notes. She looked at 
me and covered her mouth in surprise, and I knew I had impressed her. 
At the end of the week I told my roommate that we should go sing karaoke together, 
thinking that having her, with her enviable red hair, sit in the audience and watch me would lend 
some sort of power.  
We went to the bar on 106
th
 and Amsterdam, where they did comedy on Thursday nights 
and karaoke on Fridays.  Long silver streamers served as a backdrop to the stage, which couldn’t 
have been more than a foot off the ground. My roommate and I drank a beer while we watched a 
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woman sing two Bruce Springsteen songs and a man sing half of “Bohemian Rhapsody” before 
he got bored and handed the mike to someone else.  
I took that as my cue and jumped up to take the mike. I chose a song from the repertoire 
and started singing, and honestly it felt pretty good. People were looking at me with interest and 
my roommate was smiling and nodding.  
But then I saw her make eye contact with a man at the bar and smile wider. My stomach 
tightened and my voice cracked. I watched her lean toward the man and whisper something in 
his ear. Who was she to get attention while I was the one up here singing? 
When he chuckled in response to her secret joke, my voice faltered completely. There 
was a delay in the speakers, and for a second I heard the sound of my naked voice, which was 
nowhere as soothing as the birdsong. It was actually a very embarrassing sound.  
I jumped away from the microphone, into the shadow, and quickly flitted off the stage, to 
everyone’s confusion. I had moved too fast for their beer-slowed eyes. But the song was still 
playing: Alicia Keys finished “No One” all by herself. Good job, Alicia Keys. 
I mentioned something about the bathroom to my roommate and she patted my shoulder, 
half-heartedly complimenting me on my singing. I got the impression that she and her hot new 
man friend had just been discussing my distinctly unflattering voice. My cheeks flamed red, but 
there was nothing I could say to them. Whatever they thought about me, they were probably 
right. 
I left the bar, took a cab to our apartment, made myself tea, and read a book with a 
shirtless man on the cover for three hours. When I checked my cell phone, I had received one 
voicemail, five text messages, and two missed calls. My roommate was going home with the guy 
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and she was worried that I wouldn’t make it back okay. I texted, telling her that I was fine, 
perfectly dandy, and then I tossed my phone across the room. 
I held my book up and imagined my roommate, with her red hair draped over her perfect 
body, tracing a line down the chest of the man on the cover. The image fit. When I was in the 
picture, I was an awkward, squat thing who could only stare at him admiringly, unworthy of 
touching his delicious-looking skin. Why was it that beauty could only mix with beauty?  
I was suddenly sick of the book, which was about a quiet school girl who gets swept off 
her feet by a gorgeous man with the ability to transform into a bear. I chucked the book across 
the room and it landed next to my phone. 
That night I dreamt about a bird, which I assumed was the same one that would sing 
outside my window in my dreams. But this time the bird was limp and I was holding it by a 
wing. There was no singing.  
My other hand was brushing the bird’s feathers, slowly, but in the wrong direction. 
Instead of running along the wing from the body to the tip, my hand moved inward so the 
feathers were getting caught under my fingers. The feathers were unexpectedly sharp, like the 
edges of grass blades, so they sliced at my fingers until blood oozed between the cracks. But still, 
my hand continued moving up the wing like it had a mind of its own, bending the feathers 
upward at an unnatural angle, until I could see the bird’s bumpy grey skin underneath. Then, as 
my hand kept pushing the feathers forward, one by one the quills twisted in the skin and split 
away, leaving gouges of pale pink. The freed feathers drifted to the ground in chunks, and flecks 
of my blood landed on top, rolling off their water-resistant sides. 
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Fish in a Tank 
 
At noon the city swelled with suited men and women trickling down from the skyscrapers 
to fill their stomachs with overpriced and overrated food. The sun-soaked sidewalks heated the 
soles of the men’s Armanis and the women’s Jimmy Choos as they strolled down the avenues, 
unbuttoning their jackets as they walked. They made bland remarks about the unnatural heat of 
the city, the way it seemed to reflect off the buildings and sidewalks and cars until people were 
made to be like ants under a magnifying glass. They then retreated into the dark and cool 
restaurants to have chicken salad lunches at white linen tables. 
Elaine Anderson walked down Eighth Avenue toward Columbus Circle with the river of 
lunch-goers. Aside from the wrinkles, her round face and pursed lips made her look as if she 
were a teen playing dress-up on the streets of New York, haughty and entitled from a life never 
short on money. As the other business men and women chose their destinations and moved off 
the streets, she kept walking. She boarded the subway at Columbus Circle and got off at 28
th
 
Street, then walked to Fifth Avenue. 
Bendixen 30 
 
She stopped at a door with the numbers 292 written above it in gold lettering. The door 
was glass; through it she could see a stairwell. A minute passed and Elaine still stood outside the 
door. Then two minutes passed. She checked her watch: it said 12:30. She sighed and tucked her 
hair behind her ears. Then she opened the door and went up the stairs to the third level, where 
there was another door with the words Northwood Adoption Agency written on the glass. She 
went to the secretary at the desk and announced her arrival, then took a seat in one of the green 
upholstered chairs lining the room. Parenting magazines covered the coffee table in front of her. 
She scrolled through all the messages she had received that day from her mother, father, 
sister, brothers, and friends wishing her a happy birthday. All messages and no calls. 
 She started a new message to her older brother: You wouldn’t believe it, but I took the 
subway today and sat in one of those plastic seats. It was horrible actually, I don’t know how 
normal people do it. All the smells and noises, it’s like  
 “Miss Anderson?” 
 Elaine looked up at a young woman with curly red hair and glasses holding a file. She got 
up and followed her to a small, grey office overlooking an alleyway. 
 “How are you today, Miss Anderson?” 
 “Fine, thank you,” said Elaine. The woman, Mrs. Walker by the looks of the nametag on 
her desk, spent a few seconds flipping through papers in the file. Then she closed it and folded 
her hands on top. 
 “Miss Anderson,” she said. “We have completed our required home study and family 
evaluation for your Single Parent Application.” 
“Yes.” 
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“First of all, we are glad you’ve applied to be a prospective parent with Northwood. As 
you know, we take each application very seriously and only accept the highest standards for our 
children.” 
Elaine nodded. 
“Furthermore, single parent cases are especially difficult; we can only take a very limited, 
very qualified number. And,” she paused. “As things are right now, I’m afraid we cannot take 
your case.” 
Elaine fell back against her chair, her neutral expression breaking as her lips parted. She 
brought her hands up in a teepee formation around the bridge of her nose. “But,” she said, “I can 
support a child.” 
Mrs. Walker opened the file again and pursed her lips “Well,” she began. “We see that 
you work an average of sixty hours a week and live in a one bedroom apartment.” 
“All things I’m willing to change. You’ve seen my income. I’ve saved plenty and I can 
afford to scale back my hours,” said Elaine. 
“We also see that your closest family relation is in upstate New York, several hours 
away. And—” she paused, brushed a small piece of invisible lint off her arm. “We generally try 
to take cases in which at least one parent is below the age of forty.” 
Elaine twined her hands into a fist on her lap. “That doesn’t mean anything about whether 
or not I can be a good mother.” 
“That may be true, but we have to go by the data, I’m sorry. There’s not much evidence 
here saying you’ll be a good match.” 
“Are those your only reasons for saying no?” 
“These are not small issues, Miss Anderson.” 
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Elaine closed her eyes and nodded slowly. She smoothed out the wrinkles in her Dolce 
and Gabbana slacks. “I’ve been to three other agencies already,” she said, looking down at her 
lap. 
“Again, I’m sorry.” 
Then there was silence in the office. Elaine watched an old-fashioned clock ticking on 
Mrs. Walker’s desk. “What do I do now?” she asked quietly, gazing at the clock. 
Mrs. Walker got up and shut the office door, then pulled her chair around the desk and sat 
beside Elaine. She took her hands. “Listen,” she said. “I know this is hard, but if you are 
determined, really determined, you’ll find your child eventually.” 
“That’s what you say, but you don’t know what it’s like. Being single.” Her voice shook. 
“God gives us our challenges for a reason,” said Mrs. Walker. “You will be stronger for 
it.” 
“I just can’t take it anymore.” 
“What can’t you take?” 
“Just, watching it all go by. My sister, my brothers… they all have kids.” 
Mrs. Walker leaned forward and looked up into Elaine’s downturned face. “Is that why 
you want a child?” she asked. 
Elaine nodded once, but then she pulled her hands from Mrs. Walker’s. “No, no. I’ve 
always wanted one. I can’t explain why; it’s just in my bones.” 
Mrs. Walker nodded. “That’s the right answer, then.” She got up and pulled her chair 
back in place, then walked Elaine through some remaining administrative details for the 
appointment. When she led Elaine back out to the lobby, she whispered in her ear, “Keep 
trying.” 
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Elaine nodded but didn’t look at her or return her smile. She went outside and stood at the 
door, looking out at the hazy avenue. It was so hot that even the sidewalk barely ten feet from 
her was blurred, reflecting imaginary pools of sky.  
She looked down at her phone, at the unfinished text to her brother, and deleted it. She 
looked up at the building one more time, then continued walking down the street, kicking a 
broken glass bottle into an alleyway as she passed. Her steps were slow and she walked with her 
head lowered, dodging and maneuvering around people on the sidewalk. She crossed 30
th
 street, 
passing a vendor that held out apples to her, saying, “One dollar, one dollar.” 
When she reached Madison Square Park, she began to walk past it, but then slowed and 
stopped as she looked in on the activity through the fence. There were locals and tourists alike 
picnicking and enjoying the sunny day, children chasing each other around the trees and 
monuments as parents looked on from shady benches. A peddler was playing a Spanish guitar 
near an iron statue of a man in a business suit. In the dappled sunlight of a nearby oak tree, a 
couple was spooning on a blanket, asleep. The man’s arm was draped over the woman’s waist 
and the woman held his hand to her chest. Elaine grabbed the bars of the fence and rested her 
face against the cool metal, eyes closed. She stayed there, slumped in the shade where no one 
would see her, until her phone vibrated in her purse. 
She straitened, pulled the edges of her jacket down, and then pulled out her phone. The 
screen said it was 1:30, and that she had a meeting with the executives in thirty minutes.  
She stood there, looking down at the notification, then turned around and entered the 
park. She put the phone to her ear and called her older brother, but he didn’t answer. Then she 
called her younger brother. Still no answer. She sat at a park bench, one that was in the shade 
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near a group of children playing tag on the lawn. She took off her jacket and laid it beside her 
purse. Then she called her sister. 
Sara answered on the second ring: “Hi, Happy Birthday!”  
Elaine smiled. “Hey.” 
“I was going to call you later tonight, but what’s up?” 
“Um, well, I had a lunch appointment today.” 
“Like a date? That’s exciting. You haven’t been on a date in forever.” 
“No, not a date,” said Elaine. “I had an appointment at an adoption agency.” 
“Not again. Really?” 
Elaine didn’t answer, and there was silence for a few seconds. She watched an elderly 
couple amble by, the old woman’s hand on the man’s arm.  
“I don’t understand why you keep doing this to yourself,” her sister said on the other side 
of the line. 
Elaine looked up at the sky. “And this is why I never call you,” she said. 
“Well, you’ve just never seemed like the type for kids. Don’t you have a phobia of tiny 
hands or something?” 
“No.” 
“What was it then? Little kids’ fingernails? You used to use it as an excuse to get out of 
babysitting.” 
“This is completely beside the point.” 
 Sara was laughing. “Alright, I’m sorry. Sometimes I just say things, you know.” 
“I do,” said Elaine. 
“I guess I’m just really bad at sympathy.” 
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“Uh-huh.” 
“So… what now?” 
“I don’t know,” Elaine said. She looked down and tapped the toes of her glossy black 
shoes together. “I guess I just wait until they tell me they’ve found a match.” 
“Wait, what? You were approved?” 
“Yes!” 
“Oh my god! That’s… great.” 
Elaine crossed her legs. “You don’t sound very excited.” 
“Well…” she let the word trail off. 
“Jesus Sara, can’t you ever just be happy for me?” 
“I am! I am. Of course I am.” 
“But?” 
“Well, what are you going to do about work?” 
“I’m going to cut back my hours.” Elaine watched an obese woman wearing a beanie and 
a dirty collection of denim clothing walking from bench to bench, holding out a plastic Bud 
Light cup to people as she passed. 
“Oh, okay,” her sister said. 
The silence ran out for a few seconds, and Elaine could hear a faint car honk on the other 
line, meaning her sister must be driving.  
“What is it?” Elaine said. 
Her sister hesitated, then said, “So are you like, going to get a baby? Cause that’d be lot 
to handle.” 
“Are you saying I couldn’t handle it?” 
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“Well, it’s different when the child’s your own, you know, and you carry it to term. 
There’s this connection between mother and child—” 
“Seriously? Are you seriously giving me your 5th grade mommy spiel?” 
“God Elaine, you don’t have to be such a bitch about it.” 
Elaine searched around in her purse for a napkin, then wiped the beaded sweat off her 
forehead. “Alright, well don’t tell anybody,” she said after a few moments. 
“Why not?” 
“Because I’m keeping it a secret.” 
“Since when do you tell me secrets?” 
She dropped the damp napkin back in her purse. “Since now. I’m coming upstate this 
weekend and I want to tell everyone in person.” 
“Yeah well, good luck with that.” 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“Let’s just say that I’m not the only one who won’t be brimming with enthusiasm.” 
A few kids screamed behind Elaine. She turned and saw they were all still running 
around normally. One of them must have been tagged. 
“Thanks, Sara. Thanks. You’re a real comfort,” she said into the phone. 
“I’m just telling the truth.” 
“Yeah, sure.” 
Elaine only heard the whirring of the car on the other line for a few moments. “Well, I 
gotta go,” her sister said. “I’m picking up Max and Casey from track.” 
“Right.” 
“Bye.” 
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She hung up, mumbled “bitch” to the phone, then leaned forward and tapped her phone 
against her forehead a few times. A kid ran by her bench and she jumped, then laughed to 
herself. She looked up and watched the begging woman get closer and closer to her bench. Then 
she started typing out a message on her phone to her secretary, telling her she was taking the rest 
of the day off. 
“Spare change?” 
Elaine didn’t look up. She kept typing. The change cup rattled near her head. She looked 
down at the woman’s fat black sneakers and dirty jeans. Finally, the woman walked away. 
Elaine sent the email, then sat back against the bench and stared ahead blankly at the 
people walking by, all empty faces. No one looked at her or noticed her at all. 
That’s when a boy ran in front of her bench and tripped on the pavement, skinning his 
knee badly. She jumped up without thinking, running over to the boy. He looked to be about 
five, and he started crying as soon as he saw the blood. She knelt next to him. “Hey little guy,” 
she said, “Are you okay?” 
The boy just stared at her, red-faced, and paused his crying for a second. Then he 
screamed, “Mommy!” He reached his arms out to someone, and a woman came up and grabbed 
him. Elaine stood up. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—” 
But she was drowned out as the boy started screaming again. The mother patted his back 
and gave Elaine an apologetic look, then she walked back towards the group of parents sitting on 
the grass. Elaine stood there, hands at her sides, and looked at all the parents staring back at her. 
She looked down at what they were seeing: her expensive pantsuit and high heels. Then she 
turned and started walking back to the entrance of the park. 
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 “Excuse me, miss,” a hoarse voice said from behind her. It was the obese beggar. Elaine 
started walking faster. 
“Miss,” she heard again, this time a bit closer. Elaine still didn’t turn around, though she 
could hear the brush of jean against jean as the woman jogged to catch up. 
“Miss! You forgot your purse!” 
Elaine stopped, closed her eyes. Then she turned around. The beggar woman was 
standing there, round and squat like a blue toad, holding out Elaine’s Marc Jacobs bag. 
“Thanks,” Elaine said quietly. She took the bag from her. The woman nodded. Then 
Elaine turned around and started walking again. 
“You have a good day,” the woman called out. 
Elaine walked faster, pressed her hand to her mouth, let a small sob escape. When she 
passed the gate she turned aside and leaned against the wall. Her jacket was still on the bench in 
the park, but she didn’t go back to get it. Instead she stayed there in the shade and ran her fingers 
under her eyes, checking for smeared mascara. 
She started walking again, but she didn’t get very far. As soon as she had crossed the 
street, she stopped and sat at a table and chairs in the median. Directly ahead of her was the 
Flatiron building and masses of tourists crossing the street, taking pictures. She put her head in 
her hands, then turned her head to the side and watched the cars pass for a long time. Then she 
took out her phone and called her sister back. 
“What?” This time it was quiet, no car in the background. 
“Okay,” Elaine said, her voice hoarse. “I lied.” 
“Are you crying?” 
She didn’t answer. 
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“What happened,” Sara said. 
Elaine stared ahead at the endless avenues split by the improbably thin wedge of a 
building. Everything around her was hot and reflective; the chair she was sitting on was burning 
her legs and back. “I’m a horrible person,” she said. “I don’t deserve kids.” 
“Elaine, hey. That’s not true.” 
“It is. You said it yourself.” 
“You know I don’t mean about half the things I say.” She paused. “Is that what’s 
upsetting you so much?” 
“I got rejected.” 
Her sister sighed into the phone. “Damn,” she said softly.  
All around Elaine were the sounds of the city: honking and breaking cars, distant music 
and muddled conversations, construction, feet slapping on the pavement. 
“Happy Birthday to me,” she said finally. 
Sara laughed. “Fortieth’s a doozy isn’t it? You’re really setting the bar high.” 
“You have no idea.” Elaine stood up, put her purse on the table, and checked to make 
sure that everything was still inside. “You’re right by the way. Tiny fingers freak me out,” she 
said. 
“I knew it,” Sara said. Elaine heard the sound of a toilet flushing on the other side of the 
line. “Don’t worry,” Sara said. “I won’t tell anybody.” 
“Thanks.” 
She said goodbye to her sister and hung up, then slung her purse over her shoulder and 
stood in the center of the median, aligning herself with the tip of the Flatiron. From this vantage 
point, she could see all the way down both Broadway and Fifth Avenue until they were 
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swallowed up by parks. No one looked at her: to them she was just another businesswoman 
returning from lunch.  
She watched the people and cars flow around her like fish in a tank. These people, who 
both belonged and didn’t belong to the city, weaved in between traffic at the stoplights, admiring 
the height of the buildings and the view from the avenues. They talked about the excitement of 
the city with each other, the sense of community and camaraderie it created. Later, they would 
go home to small apartments in large buildings, where they would eat their dinners alone over 
the kitchen sink. They would listen with jealousy to the dozens of other people moving and 
speaking through the walls at night, while they themselves slept without another to ease the 
silence in their bed. Then they would rise in the morning and do it all again. 
But for now, Elaine stood in the sun and let it draw the sweat out of her. She looked 
around at her city, so many people that were lonely and single, married and unhappy, all wishing 
for something different. Finally she walked to the curb and hailed a cab. She opened the door, 
told the driver where to go in a confident voice. Then she got in and let the cab carry her back 
into the current. 
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Indians 
 
Down there by the river is where all the boys from 801 West End would play “Indians.” 
We used to play the good old “Cowboys and Indians,” but one of the older boys, Lucas, had an 
unhealthy obsession with Indians (he had a collection of arrowheads and pointy sticks) and 
convinced us that they were cooler than cowboys because they could peel the skin off people’s 
heads. So no one wanted to be a cowboy, and it turned into just “Indians.” 
That bench is where the homeless guy was sleeping when we decided to rob him. It was a 
bright, sunny Saturday and we had nothing better to do. Whose idea was it to take the man’s 
shoe? Victoria’s, of course. She was the only girl in the group, and had earned her reputation as 
one of the boys many times over. 
We all usually met in this field at around noon, or whenever our mothers got tired of us 
watching cartoons and kicked us out of our apartments. But on this day, no one was in the field. 
Instead they were huddled in a circle on the sidewalk, bending half-over and whispering in each 
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other’s ears. Shit, something’s up, I thought as I jogged over to them. Secretly I wanted to say the 
word out loud just to see the look on Vicky’s face. 
I was thinking about how to work the word into a sentence (Hey what shit’s up you 
guys?) when Vic locked eyes with me and said in voice that made everyone else quit their 
whispers: “We have an enemy in our territory.” 
“Shit,” I said. (It was a testament to the seriousness of the group that no one reacted to the 
word.) 
“Yeah,” she said, “We must eliminate him.” 
It was lucky for us that he was out cold and didn’t stir a bit when Lucas pulled off his 
shoe and we high-tailed it down to the river. We were also lucky when we stole his other shoe 
the next day (it was me that time). One of the boys got daring and jumped on the man’s shopping 
cart and rolled away with it. We whooped, pressing our hands to our mouth over and over like 
the victorious Indians we were, and then we donned the various grungy clothes and threw his 
plastic bottles at passerby in celebration.  
Lucas silenced us soon enough though, saying that he wasn’t truly defeated until we had 
scalped him. He came back the next day with a pocket knife, and it was Vicky’s idea to chop his 
long hair off. She knelt at the edge of the bench while we watched, slowly sawing at his hair till 
there was a pile of it below the bench slats. He smelt so bad that she had to cover her nose the 
whole time, which made for slow going. But when she was finished, we each took a lock to keep 
in our pockets, as a symbol of our bravery. 
Tuesday though, luck wasn’t on our side. There were three policemen standing around 
him. We looked on, pinching the locks of hair between our fingers, ready to toss them away, but 
it turned out we weren’t in trouble. He was just dead. He had been all along. Go figure. 
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Changing Times: Part I 
 
No one spoke for a few moments after blessing, letting the clinking forks and shifting 
chairs fill the silence. 
Normally such a silence would be their mother’s cue to comment about how a quiet 
dinner table was a compliment to the cook, but nothing was normal about sitting down to dinner 
with the stranger whom Cecilia claimed she was going to marry. Marla hoped the man would 
choke on his noodles. 
Finally her father spoke up. “So, Charles, tell us a little bit about yourself,” he said. 
Everyone turned to look at the young man dressed in grey slacks and a white dress shirt 
with rolled sleeves. Marla watched a muscle in his forearm twitch before he answered. 
“Well, I come from a small town a lot like this one, and my dad was a working man just 
like you, Mr. Archer, but he wasn’t very happy with our place in the world.” He looked down at 
his plate and twirled spaghetti around his fork before continuing. “He saved money and sent me 
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off to Georgia State, and then I went to law school at Emory. I moved to Jacksonville in ’23 and 
now I’m working at a firm that deals in property and real estate.” 
Marla’s father nodded and continued eating. 
Marla waited for the silence to draw out to an uncomfortable length, then she reached for 
her water-filled wineglass and said, “And so what brings you down here, Mr….” 
“Stacy,” he supplied. 
“Mr. Stacy?” she finished, taking a sip.  
“Well, I had a friend who was a partner at the firm I’m working at now, and there was a 
job opening, so I figured— ” 
“No,” said Marla, “I mean, what brings you all the way out to Bryceville if you work in 
the city?” 
She felt Cecilia’s foot brush hers from across the table, but Marla didn’t believe her 
sister’s mysterious lover should be spared any bit of discomfort. She kept her eyes on Mr. Stacy 
as he laughed and said, “Well, one can only take the city for so long before you start to feel like 
the walls are closing in on you. As I said, Bryceville reminds me of home, so I started coming 
here for the Saturday market about four months back,” he turned and brushed a strand of 
Cecilia’s long brown hair from her shoulder, “and that’s where we met,” he finished, gazing into 
Cecilia’s eyes. 
Cecilia blushed and looked down at her plate. 
“So Mr. Stacy, tell us the story of how you and Cecilia met,” Mrs. Archer asked as 
politely as she could while she nibbled at her salad. 
“And snatched her away without anyone noticing,” Marla mumbled. 
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Cecilia eyed her mother and Marla reproachfully, but Mr. Stacy didn’t seem at all phased 
by the question. “Well, one day I was at the market, just browsing, when I came across the most 
beautiful stand of peacock feathers,” he said. “I had never seen feathers of their kind before you 
see, so I just had to ask the girl at the booth to tell me about the birds over breakfast. She told me 
all about the herd of peafowl you have here in your grove, Mr. Archer, and about how she’s been 
collecting their feathers ever since she was a girl.” He paused and smiled at Cecilia. “I was 
caught,” he said, “So the very next week, I came back and asked her to tell me about her whole 
life over breakfast.” He laughed and shrugged. “And the rest is history,” he said. 
“How sweet,” said Marla’s mother. “Don’t you think that’s sweet, George?” 
“Very sweet,” said Marla’s father, glancing up from his plate. 
“And what did you do, Cecilia?” Marla asked. “What did you do when Mr. Stacy kept 
asking to see you?” 
“I said yes, of course,” said Cecilia. She made a circular motion with the pointer finger 
holding her fork: the sisters’ old sign to tell the other to be quiet, as well as to say other things 
that shouldn’t be said at the dinner table. 
Marla didn’t acknowledge the gesture and instead drank from her glass, then said: “Mr. 
Stacy.” 
Mr. Stacy looked up from his plate. 
“How old are you?” 
“Marla,” her mother said in warning. 
Mr. Stacy looked at Mrs. Archer, then at Marla. “Thirty-six,” he said. 
“Celia, did you know how old Mr. Stacy was?” said Marla. Cecilia just looked at her. 
“Mr. Stacy, why don’t you tell us about your family?” said their mother into the silence. 
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Marla huffed and stabbed her fork into a large meatball while Mr. Stacy began describing 
his family, again unfazed by the wrinkle Marla had tried to pitch into the conversation. She 
refrained from cutting the meatball into smaller pieces and instead gnawed at it like it was a 
chicken wing while the dinner continued. No one looked at her or suggested she use a knife, 
which pleased her. 
 When everyone had finished their meal, Marla and her mother got up to clear the plates 
and bring in the desert. 
“She’s only eighteen, Mom,” Marla said as soon as the kitchen door shut behind them. 
Her mother stacked the dishes next to the sink and sighed. “I know, the situation doesn’t 
make me happy either.” she said. “But there’s not much we can do about it. He seems to be a 
respectable man with real feelings for Celia, and in the end, that’s all we can ask.” 
“But why didn’t she say anything sooner? There must be something wrong,” Marla said. 
She was remembering a time not too long ago, before she moved to Westbrook and got a job, 
when she and her sister shared everything. 
“Not necessarily,” said Marla’s mother. She went to the refrigerator and pulled out the 
Angel Food cake, along with the strawberries and a bowl of whipped cream. “Yes, she should 
have told us sooner, or at least she should have told us that she was seeing him before she 
decided to spring the news of their marriage upon us, but love does strange things.” She began 
spooning the whipped cream on top of the cake. “We can’t really predict how any of us are going 
to act,” she said. 
“That’s not an excuse for her not telling us anything,” Marla said as she pulled the dessert 
plates and spoons from the cabinet. “You or Dad should really have been going with her to the 
booth on Saturdays to prevent something like this.” 
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Marla backed out the door before her mother could respond and delivered the plates and 
spoons to the dining room in tense silence. Mr. Stacy was attempting to explain the nature of his 
work in the law firm to her father, who for his part was trying very hard to seem interested. 
Cecilia stared at her sister the whole time she was in the room, but Marla pointedly did not look 
at her. 
When Marla reentered the kitchen, her mother was putting the finishing touches on the 
cake, swirling the cream into peaks with a spoon and adjusting the strawberries. 
“I just don’t see why we have to be so nice to him,” Marla said. “He’s practically stealing 
her life away.” 
“Marla,” her mother said, spinning the platter and evaluating her handiwork, “just 
because you chose to get a job instead of a husband doesn’t mean Cecilia is stupid for not doing 
the same.” 
“This isn’t about me. I’m just saying she’s too young to be throwing her life away like 
this on a guy she barely knows,” Marla said, waving her hand around the kitchen. “She’s not 
even good at cooking.” 
“Have you tried talking to her yet?” 
“Yes! She was the one who telephoned me to tell me the news, remember? It was all 
Charles this, Charles that.” Marla leaned against the counter, staining her dinner dress with 
dishwater. “She used to be so sensible.” 
Mrs. Archer lifted the cake and faced Marla. “Honey. How many women your age, or 
even above the age of twenty, do you know who aren’t married?” she said. 
Marla looked away, at the pale yellow wallpaper patterned with fleur-de-lis. “That’s 
irrelevant.” 
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Cecilia’s and Mr. Stacy’s laughter could be heard from the dining room as the two 
women stood in the kitchen, mother evaluating daughter. 
“Don’t begrudge your sister her happiness, darling,” said her mother. “It doesn’t suit 
you.” 
She walked to the door and turned around to back out with the cake in her hands. 
“I’m not going back out there,” Marla said. 
Mrs. Archer paused before opening the door. “And no one expects you to,” she replied, 
and then swung out of the kitchen gracefully. 
Marla leaned her head back and closed her eyes, and then plopped down into a kitchen 
chair. She stared at the bowl of oranges on the table with her head in her hands, and then she 
picked up an orange and pierced its skin with her fingernail. 
The scent of citrus filled the air, and Marla brought the fruit to her nose, inhaling deeply 
and allowing the memories of her childhood to flood through her: running through the grove 
with her younger sister, climbing the trees and picking the fruit before harvest, chasing the 
peacocks and scaring their feathers from them. 
More laughter came from the dining room. Marla stood up with the orange in her hand 
and touched the kitchen door, ready to push it aside. But then she dropped her hand and went out 
the back door instead. She sat on the porch and watched the dusk settle over the grove. The night 
was pleasant, and the sound of the peacocks calling through the trees mixed with the crickets was 
a music that Marla missed more and more with each passing year. 
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Changing Times: Part II 
 
Marla stood on the curb near bag claim at the Orlando airport, attempting to finger-comb 
her hair in the humidity. The planes roaring overhead looked golden in the setting sun, and 
occasionally they would pass over close enough to drown out the sound of the traffic and 
intercom announcements. She was used to traveling amongst a cloud of single-bagged college 
students, so it was strange that there were none today. But it made sense: no students flew home 
in the middle of February. 
After a few minutes, Marla’s mother pulled up in the van and got out of the car to come 
hug Marla, but she was missing her usual gusto in the gesture. She took Marla’s bag and they got 
in the car without saying anything. 
Marla put her feet on the dashboard and flicked the radio on. Her mother turned the 
volume down a few notches, then asked, “So how was your flight?” 
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“Nothing special. I sat next to a man who tried to give me a rotten pear, and then there 
was a kid in front of me that kept turning around and staring,” she said, watching a collection of 
low concrete motels pass by the window. “Normal flight to Orlando. You know.” 
Her mother nodded. A commercial came on the radio, and Marla changed the station. 
“So,” her mother said. 
“So.” 
“Have you talked to her yet?” 
“You mean since I talked to her last week?” She turned in her seat and looked at her 
mother’s tired profile. “No.” 
They both looked forward at the grey road until they came to a stoplight. “She’s not 
going to listen,” said Marla. “She doesn’t listen to me anymore.” 
“Just try.” 
“I’m going to try but it’s not going to do any good. I’m just saying, don’t get your hopes 
up.” 
“I know.” Her mother reached across and took Marla’s hand. Marla let her hold it until 
they pulled into their drive. Then she took it back to roll down the window. Rows of orange trees 
passed by, and Marla leaned her head out the window to catch a few whiffs of citrus. 
“Here we go,” she said when the white ranch house came into view. Her mother pulled 
into the garage, and Marla jumped out of the car without getting her bag. She went to the kitchen 
and rifled through the cabinets, pulling out chips and then dip from the fridge. She took a swig of 
milk from the carton before her mother came into the kitchen. 
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“I’m making spaghetti for dinner and he’s coming over,” her mother said as she backed 
into the kitchen with the rolling bag. She turned around and saw Marla sitting at the table with 
the chips and dip. 
“Don’t worry,” Marla said before her mother could say anything. “I won’t ruin my 
appetite.” 
Her mother dropped her purse on the table. “You have about an hour before dinner,” she 
said. She pulled out a pot and filled it with water, then set it on the stove. 
“Where’s Dad?” Marla asked. 
“Work.” 
“And Celia?” 
“She’s with Charlie.” 
“What? You mean you’re letting them spend time together?” 
Marla’s mother started dicing tomatoes, her knife thumping on the cutting board. “You 
know if we told her no, she would just go and do something ten times worse.” 
“I couldn’t imagine anything worse than this,” Marla said. She licked the salt from her 
fingers, then folded the bag of chips closed. 
“I could,” her mother said. 
She put away the chips and dip. “Alright, hooray, she’s not pregnant,” Marla said. “Let us 
all rejoice to the lord.” 
“Attitude’s not helping,” her mother said. She moved the diced tomatoes to a cold frying 
pan and added tomato paste, then started chopping up onions. 
Marla pushed aside the kitchen door and went upstairs to take a shower before dinner. 
Along the way though, she paused outside her sister’s bedroom, then pushed aside the door to 
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reveal a mess of clothes and sketches. The walls used to be filled with drawings of the orange 
grove, the peacocks they would chase down, portraits of her mother, her father, herself. Now 
they were all Charlie. Marla turned around the room, taking in sketch after sketch of Charlie’s 
face and body. She picked up a drawing that was face down on the ground near Celia’s bed and 
saw that it was a nude Charlie. “Damn girl,” she said to herself. “What have you gotten yourself 
into?” 
She put the drawing back where it was, then left the room, picking her way through the 
clothes and art supplies carefully, so as not to disturb any of it. 
 
Marla was just drying off her hair after her shower when her mother called her down for 
dinner. She threw on a sundress and went downstairs barefoot, her wet hair tied up in a dark 
brown bun. Celia and Charlie were sitting at the kitchen table together, their chairs drawn close 
so Celia could rest her head on his shoulder. Marla stood in the doorway for a few moments, 
waiting for Celia to notice her, but Celia was tracing something out on Charlie’s palm and she 
didn’t look up. 
“Hi,” Marla said. 
Celia glanced up at her older sister. “Oh, hi,” she said. 
Marla went over to join her mother at the counter, who was scooping spaghetti and 
meatballs out of the pot onto plates. “Shouldn’t we go eat in the dining room since we have a 
guest?” Marla said quietly to her. 
“Well, your father called and said he had to stay late at work,” said her mother. 
“And besides,” said Celia, turning around to look at them, “Charlie’s family.” 
Marla and her mother exchanged a look. 
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After everyone was served and they said blessing, they all began to eat in silence. In 
between bites Marla studied Charlie, who was studiously looking down at his plate. He was a 
slight boy with long dark hair, and a little crazy in the eyes when he looked at people. 
“So Charlie,” Marla said. “Tell us about your part in all this.” 
Charlie looked up, but only for a second. “Um, well,” he began, but then Celia started 
talking over him. “It was Charlie’s idea, you know,” she said. “We were walking in the grove a 
few weeks ago—” 
“Hold up. You interrupted,” said Marla. “I asked Charlie to tell me. I want to hear it from 
him.” 
“Rude,” said Celia. 
“I’m rude?” 
“Girls,” said their mother. “Let him speak.” 
They all looked at Charlie. He twirled his fork in his noodles. “Well, we were in the 
orange grove, talking about, um, the future, and well, that’s when I said I wanted to be with her 
forever…” he trailed off, then looked up at them all. 
Celia was staring at him with her chin resting on her hand. Marla looked down at her 
plate and made a gagging noise. 
“Hey!” said Celia. 
“Oh, come on, you can’t be serious, Celia. Look at him,” Marla pointed her fork in his 
direction and a bit of sauce landed on the table. “He’s like a scared little puppy.” 
“Marla,” her mother said. 
“How many joints do you smoke a day, Charlie? Or is it something worse?” 
“That’s enough.” Marla’s mother looked stern, but then she nodded slightly at Marla.  
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Charlie was staring at Marla, his eyes opened a bit too wide, and it made her want to 
blink. Celia got up from the table, her wooden chair scraping on the floor, and turned to leave. 
“Get back here,” Marla’s mother said. Celia stopped but didn’t turn around. “Now,” said 
her mother. 
She came and sat back down. 
“Now,” said their mother, “Let’s be reasonable here.” Everyone stopped pretending to eat 
and looked at her. 
“Too late for that,” Marla muttered, but no one noticed. 
“Cecilia. Why do you want to marry this boy?” said their mother. She leaned forward and 
folded her hands on the table like she was proctoring a debate. 
“I love him.” 
“Wrong answer,” said Marla. “You’re only allowed to marry for money or good looks.” 
“Sarcasm not necessary, Marla,” said her mother.  
“It’s true though,” Celia said. “I love him and I’ll never love anybody else.” 
“Sweetie, you’re only eighteen—” 
“And you’ve only had one boyfriend, and you’ve only been together six months, and 
you’re going off to college next year, and you have a short attention span, and…” Marla counted 
the reasons off on her fingers, “Oh, and you’re only freaking eighteen. You can’t even say 
everyone else is doing it.” 
Celia just stared at her with narrowed eyes. 
“What we’re trying to say,” Marla’s mother said, looking at both Celia and Charlie, “is 
that you two really can’t know yet what you want, and this is a hasty thing to do.” 
“Too late,” said Celia. 
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“What?” 
“You’re too late. We’re already married.” 
“I don’t see a ring,” said Marla. 
“We did it online yesterday. I knew you were going to do this when you said Marla was 
coming home,” Celia said to her mother. 
“Ooo online, so official,” Marla said. 
“You really think she’s going to persuade me?” Celia said, still looking at her mother. 
“We haven’t talked in months.” 
“That’s because you’re always with this loser,” said Marla. Charlie was still twirling his 
fork in his spaghetti. 
“Marla, honey, please,” said her mother. 
“Let’s go, Charlie,” Celia got up and went out the back door this time, Charlie following 
behind. Marla started to get up, but her mother stopped her with a hand on her arm. She sat back 
down. 
Celia had left the door open, and the warm air spilled into the room. Marla could feel a 
draft around her feet as the cooler air was sucked toward the doorway. 
“I knew it wouldn’t work,” said Marla. 
“Well you didn’t have to be so hard on her. Or poor Charlie for that matter,” her mother 
said, taking a bite of garlic bread. 
“Isn’t that what you wanted me to do? Be the sense-talking older sister?” 
“I wouldn’t have called that sensible.” 
Marla speared a meatball and brought it up to her face. “I’ll go talk to her,” she said. 
“No, wait till after you finish eating. Let it settle first.” 
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They ate in silence for a few minutes, neither of them getting up to close the door, so they 
could hear the crickets and peacocks calling out as the sun set. Moths and mosquitoes started 
zooming into the kitchen and bumping against the light bulbs. When a moth dropped on the table 
near her plate, Marla got up and closed the door. 
“Dad stayed late at work on purpose, didn’t he?” Marla asked as she sat down. Her 
mother smiled at her. “He’s not one for drama,” she said. 
 
After dinner, Marla stuffed her feet into some stray shoes on the porch and stepped out 
onto the crunchy grass. She walked across the lawn into the grove, holding her cell phone out in 
front her for light. After she passed a few rows of trees though, she put her phone away and let 
her eyes adjust to the moonlight. She knew where she was going. 
Celia and Charlie were sitting on the lone bench in the small clearing of orange trees. 
Here, all the trees were dry and passed their prime, their fruit no longer sweet enough to eat. The 
owners of the grove had once lived in their farmhouse, but a while back they’d sold the grove to 
a large company, which then sold the house to Marla’s father. So these trees on her family’s land 
were merely remnants of the past. 
Luckily, Celia and Charlie were only holding hands when she entered the clearing. They 
looked up at her as she maneuvered through the tall grass toward them. When she got close, 
Charlie stood up and started walking away. 
“You don’t have to leave,” Marla said. 
“No, it’s okay, I told him to go,” said Celia. Marla nodded and took the seat beside her, 
then brought her legs up on the bench and crossed them pretzel-style. They both looked out at the 
familiar view for a few moments, and then Marla said, “Well, that was exciting, wasn’t it?” 
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 “I guess,” Celia said. She dug the toe of her shoe into the dirt. 
“A real attention-grabber,” said Marla. 
“You say it like that’s what I was going for.” 
“Kinda seemed like it.” 
Celia unearthed a small rock with her shoe, then kicked it into the grass. “People always 
say that college changes you, but I haven’t really noticed a difference. You still think you know 
everything.” 
“Only sometimes.” 
“And to think I used to fall for it,” Celia said. 
“Fall for it? I was just sharing,” said Marla. “Showing a bit of sisterly love, maybe. We 
used to do that a lot, remember?” 
Celia didn’t answer, and a lone peacock called into the night like an eerie siren, though it 
was far too late for it. No other peacocks answered him. 
“Well, I’m sorry, but you don’t know anything about love,” said Celia suddenly. 
 “That’s harsh.” Marla picked a long blade of grass near her side of the bench. 
“You’re harsh.” 
“I don’t try to be.” She started ripping the grass into little pieces, then collected them in a 
pile on top her dress. “I know a lot about love,” she said. “Just maybe not relationship love.” 
Celia nodded. “Need any advice?” she asked. 
Marla laughed. “Not from you, no. At the rate you’re going, you’re going to have had 
eight marriages by the time you’re sixty.” 
“You know, I want to record this conversation so I can play it back in your face ten years 
from now,” Celia said. 
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“That’s funny, I was thinking the same thing, for exactly the same reasons,” Marla 
looked at her sister, and for the first time since she sat down, Celia looked back at her. It was 
hard to read her exact expression in the moonlight. 
“I know I’m right in this,” said Celia. 
“I don’t know,” said Marla. “Love is a fickle thing.” 
“Spurt out another quote, why don’t you.” 
“All’s fair in love and war?” 
“I’m trying to be serious here.” 
Marla shrugged. “Okay, be serious.” 
Celia stood and wiped off the back of her jeans. Then she crossed her arms and looked 
down at Marla. “I love Charlie, and you’re not going to change my mind,” she said. 
Marla smiled up at her. “Okay, stalemate then.” 
“Marla, this isn’t a game.” 
Marla stood up so they were eye to eye. “Love is a dangerous game,” she said very 
seriously. 
Celia turned and started stomping through the grass. 
“Okay, sorry, sorry!” Marla said as she ran to catch up with her. “I guess I just find it 
hard to take all this seriously. I mean, you getting married at eighteen? Come on. And you barely 
know this guy.” 
“He’s my best friend,” said Celia. She didn’t look at Marla, and Marla fell in behind her. 
For a few seconds there was only the swishing of the tall grass as they pushed through it. 
Then Marla said, “I’m sorry I left you here alone.” 
“It’s too late for that,” Celia said. 
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“I still don’t want you to marry this boy.” 
“Again, too late.” 
They stepped out of the grove and into the circle of their porch light. Before Celia could 
go inside the house, Marla reached out and took her arm. “Wait,” she said, then spun her sister 
around to face her. She looked into her brown eyes, the same height as her own now, and she 
brushed Celia’s loose hair behind her shoulders. She was remembering when she used to braid it 
for her, right here on these porch steps, before they would go out and play in the grove.  
“Okay,” she whispered, indicating that Celia could go. But Celia stayed there, taking in 
the expression on Marla’s face. “When’s your flight out?” she asked. 
“Sunday.” 
“Okay, let’s do something tomorrow.” 
“As long as it’s not looking at wedding dresses.” 
Celia rolled her eyes. “The good thing about online weddings is that they’re cheap,” she 
said. 
“And not real.” 
“Whatever.” Celia turned and ran up the porch steps, then let the screen door slam behind 
her. 
Marla walked up the steps more slowly, then turned and sat on the last one, resting her 
elbows on her knees and her chin in her hand. The yard was dry and overgrown; her father 
probably hadn’t cut the grass in a month.  
The lone peacock cried out again in the silence, and it was such a forlorn, lonely sound 
that Marla cupped her hands to her mouth and imitated the call like they used to do when they 
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were little. Then she listened to the crickets and the buzzing of the porch light, the sounds of her 
mother cleaning up in the kitchen, waiting. 
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Molten Glass 
 
When my elderly neighbor Marsha would blow glass in her garage, I would always come 
over to watch. I was fourteen in the summer and I believed I could see my future and the stars 
and all things beautiful within her glass. She would blow many colored pieces and then set them 
out to dry in the corner of her scorching garage, and they were like slow-oozing rainbows in the 
furnace– candy that was too powerful and too sweet to touch. It would burn off your tongue if 
you tried. 
I spent every afternoon watching her because I had no friends and could not waste a 
beautiful day inside. I believed it was a sin to God to stay indoors on a sunny, temperate day. I 
would paint my toes bright candy colors to mimic the colors of her glass sculptures as they came 
out hot and glistening. I would long to touch the molten shapes.  
But Marsha would push me back and say, “Not if you want to be a lady, Gwen. Ladies 
have fingerprints and the skin of porcelain. You’ll burn yourself.” 
“So give me the gloves,” I said. “I won’t drop it.” 
Bendixen 62 
 
But Marsha would only shake her head and turn her body so it blocked my view of the 
furnace. 
For my fifteenth birthday my parents finally paid for me to take glass-blowing classes at 
the local art museum. Tuesday nights I would go and learn about blowing techniques and furnace 
temperatures from a potbellied man that always seemed to have a cold, which confused me 
because the room was always hot. There were two other students, both guys about my age, which 
further confused me because I didn’t think guys would care about the making of delicate things. I 
soon realized I was wrong about that.  
My favorite part about the whole process was in the very beginning, when I dipped my 
blowpipe into the pool of molten glass in the furnace. I would spend more time than I needed at 
the mouth of the burning pit, stirring my blowpipe around in the glass, watching it turn in on 
itself while my face became slick with sweat. 
One time I spent ten minutes gathering glass in the furnace, and one of the other students, 
Kurt, came up behind me and asked if I needed help. 
I told him that I was fine, but he stayed there, watching me like I had been watching the 
flowering shapes of glass. I looked down at myself, sweating through my t-shirt and shorts, lit by 
the unnatural red of the furnace fire, and I could see the similarity. It was then that I was grateful 
to Marsha for her first lesson. 
I gave him a look that said buzz off, and he turned around and sulked back to his station. 
I watched him go. “Don’t touch,” I muttered to myself, smiling. “You will burn 
yourself.” Then I went back to pushing and molding the molten glass with my rod, the fire so hot 
my eyes burned from it. 
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Shits and Giggles 
 
On the day the mountain shed its winter coat, we were sick with the spirit of adventure. 
Go up the mountain, they said, but it is recommended that you take crampons. Okay sure, 
we said. And then we went up the mountain in sneakers. No gloves. No hats. No packs. 
We were young. Student aged, some would say, but stupid aged, more accurately, is what 
my father would call us. It was always dare this, dare that; we would bet each other that we could 
jump off this rock and not break a leg, that we could chug this whole pitcher of beer without 
puking, that we could slide off this moldy roof with Mike’s mattress and land in that kiddy pool 
we stole from the neighbors no sweat. 
Shit like that. 
Sure, it was cold. Sure, there was ice stuck to our lips and mud slick on our shoes. Sure, 
we were only wearing snow jackets and sunglasses. But we’d handled worse. Right? 
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When we saw the first avalanche, we got it on video. YouTube that shit, we said. And 
then there was another one, when we were halfway up, fighting a blinding snow field, sunk to 
our knees, hands red claws. 
Shit, we said more quietly this time, watching it slide by. Then we kept climbing. 
You see, when we start something, we can’t stop. We go and push each other too far and 
we can never be the one to sit on our ass first, because then we might, maybe, not be a real man, 
if you know what I mean. We might be like, gay. Or something. 
When we had almost reached a crest, we looked up and saw the curve of the moon resting 
against the peak. The night was harsh, the stars slivers of glinting metal. Our lungs were heaving 
and we tasted the cold, clean air on the backs of our throats. 
We watched as the snow bank above us shimmied and slipped from the rock, no one 
around to tell us what were doing was stupid, no one around to save us if we fell. The only real 
thing was the cold in our bones; not the snow, not even the mountain. That’s what made us so 
young. So stupid.  
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Garrett and John 
 
The summer I got to know my brother was the summer before my senior year of high 
school. It was both my first and last season working on the bayou, and we stayed in a friend’s 
unused RV at the trailer park across from the docks. It was nice because we didn’t have to do 
much cleaning and we didn’t have to do much traveling from point A to point B. We’d just wake 
up in the evening and cross the bridge and then we’d be at the docks, where we were working on 
the shrimp boats to build up some cash. It was easy labor and they took just about anybody.  
Garrett had been working on the boats since the beginning of high school so he knew the 
ropes and had a few friends, but always before I had stayed in town with my girlfriend over the 
summer. We had broken up the previous Christmas though, so I let Garrett talk me into 
following him to the bayou for “adventure and money” as he called it. 
It wasn’t so bad at first. Once the mosquitoes were manageable after the sun set, all the 
men would go out to the boats on the docks and fire them up. We boys would shuffle around 
until a man called for help with his nets, or called for a sorter, and then we’d jump on the boat 
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and be off. Garrett made me stick with him for the first few weeks until I got the hang of things. 
He’d teach me how to lower the square nets into the water without them getting tangled, or how 
to sort the crabs from the shrimp so fast that they didn’t even have time to reach around and snag 
you with a claw. 
 It was nice because, while we had grown up in the same house, I think that was the first 
time we ever really spent time together. Back home, we had separate lives: me with my girlfriend 
and the swim team, him with his gang of smokers and partiers. It’s not that we didn’t like each 
other, but we weren’t exactly similar people by that point in our lives. 
Soon I found out all these weird things about him, like how he’d have this moment when 
it hit three in the morning where he’d light up a cigarette, without even knowing what time it 
was, every night. I didn’t think much of it at first, but it became like clockwork. I’d be like, 
Garrett smoking a cig? Must be three. And then I’d look at the red numbers of clock on the 
boat’s dash, and it was right on the money. When I mentioned this to him one night, he just 
shrugged with his cigarette hanging off his lips and said, “The craving has mysterious ways, my 
boy. Mysterious ways.”  
Then he took a big puff and blew the smoke in my face, laughed when I coughed and spat 
into the sea. 
He would do things like that a lot: pretend to be a lot older than me, like he was the wise 
father educating his son. He’d even call me “son” when I made stupid mistakes like forgetting to 
put the brake on the net when we locked it into place. It was something he always used to do, 
which I assume was because we both never knew our real father and he was making up for it or 
something, but by then it was getting on my nerves, especially because at this point I was much 
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taller and bigger than him. But he’d do great things too, like buy me cigarettes and beer, or take 
me out for sunrise fishing in a fixed-up pirogue, so I tried not to let his attitude get to me. 
 
The weirdest thing I learned about Garrett was why he had always been so awkward with 
girls. It was because of John. One morning after we were all done with putting the shrimp on ice 
and were taking a load off at the local bar and shooting some pool, I saw him and John go out the 
back door together.  I didn’t think anything of it because John and Garrett were the type of 
friends that were always together, but then a few minutes later I saw them come back in and 
John’s eyes were red, like he’d been crying, and then I noticed that both his and my brother’s 
mouths were a little bit redder than usual, a bit swollen. 
Alarm bells went off in the back of my head, but I didn’t really put two and two together 
for a while. Up until that point it wouldn’t have ever occurred to me that my brother was maybe 
not straight. But then, later that night, I was thinking about what I’d seen, and once that inkling 
of suspicion was in there, I started seeing the evidence everywhere. 
Like how Garrett and John would go fishing together all day during our days off, and 
when I asked them how it was, they never really gave too much detail, and they never really 
caught anything good.  And when anyone made a joke or a comment about queers, Garrett would 
clench his fist for a second or two before laughing. 
One time he was playing a game of eight ball with Flynn and he was seriously messing 
up, so Flynn called him a fag. Garrett stood up from his shot and looked at Flynn like he was 
about to lunge across the table at him, and Flynn shut up. I was watching it all from the bar, and 
when the confrontation was over, Garrett’s eyes flicked over to mine for a second. I nodded at 
him without thinking, and then when he’d gone back to his game I wondered what my nod meant 
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to him or myself. I just knew that a few weeks before I wouldn’t have thought twice about him 
reacting to someone insulting his pool skills. 
Things came to a head a few nights after that, when Garrett and I were working on the 
same boat and one of the nets broke. There were no spare nets on the boat and nobody knew how 
to fix it, not even the captain. This meant that we would make practically nothing that night, 
since we could only catch half the amount.  
I asked the other guys on the boat if any of them knew how to sew or weave or anything, 
and they all shook their heads and shrugged, so I decided to work on the net myself. It was huge 
and green and slimy from years of dragging shrimp through sea water, so I had trouble finding 
the hole at first. I stood in the middle of the net, more tangling myself in it than anything else. 
Garrett came up beside me to watch since there wasn’t anything for him to do now that the net 
had broken. 
“Could you give me a hand?” I asked him. 
He sidled over and picked up a section of it, but that did little to help me find the hole. 
“Why don’t you let somebody else try to fix it?” he said. “You’re not doing any good.” 
“Well no one else had any better ideas.” I said. I told him about how I had taken a basket 
weaving course for an elective the previous year and he started laughing. 
“What?” I asked. 
“You? Basket weaving? That’s so gay.”  
I stopped sifting through the net and looked at him. 
“What?” he said. 
“Don’t say that.” 
He smiled and cocked his head, accepting the challenge. “Why not?” 
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I continued to stare at him, and he slowly dropped his smile. I had been so overwhelmed 
and confused by it all that I hadn’t realized until that moment that I was okay with it, with him. 
He must’ve known that I knew then, but not how I felt about it. Did I tell him not to call me gay 
because it was a disgusting word, or because it shouldn’t be used as an insult? 
That’s when my fingers found the gap in the net. “Could you find me some rope?” I 
asked. He left without saying anything, and I studied the hole, which wasn’t so complicated that 
I didn’t think I could tie it together. 
He returned a few minutes later with a cord, and I turned a crate over and started trying to 
figure out how to translate my basket-weaving skills into net-tying skills. He watched me 
struggle for a few minutes. 
“You should tie a knot here,” he said, pointing to the beginning of the rip. I did what he 
said and started weaving the rope around the loose edges like I was stitching a wound, which 
wasn’t really a basket-weaving skill. 
“That’s not going to do it,” he said. “It’ll just keep unraveling.” 
I kept threading the rope through the net, getting frustrated that he was trying to inflict his 
know-it-all skills on me in an area that he clearly knew nothing about. 
“You need to—” 
“I got it,” I said, cutting him off. 
“Just trying to help.” 
“No,” I said, stopping what I was doing. “You’re trying to tell me what to do. There’s a 
difference.” 
He shrugged. 
“Do you know how to sew or weave or tie really complicated nets, Garrett?” 
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“Shut up.” 
“No, I wanna know. Really.” 
“Give me that,” he said. He held out his hands for the net, and I passed it over to him, 
then he took my place on the crate. He started making complicated knots that mimicked the 
knots in the unbroken net, and then he tied them to the ripped part of the net. I was genuinely 
amazed. 
“Garrett. Why didn’t you offer to fix the net before?” 
“You need to know these things if you’re going work on my boat with me,” he said. “I’m 
not going to have some left-footed booby be my right-hand man.” 
I crossed my arms. Again with the know-it-all shit. 
“Seriously, who taught you that?” 
“John.”  
It made sense to me then why he didn’t offer help, but I don’t think anyone else would 
have picked up on it. Everyone knew that he and John were friends and that John was the 
longest-working boy on the docks. Garrett shouldn’t have been passing up opportunities to prove 
his worth to the captains. 
He looked up at me, saw me watching him. He held up the net so I could see that it was 
finished. 
“Cleary is going to want to hire you full time for this,” I said to him, nodding toward the 
driver’s compartment. 
“No he won’t. You did it.” 
“Oh, come on. I’m not going to say I did it. Do you really think I’m that dumb?” 
He just looked at me. 
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I didn’t know what refusing to cover for him would mean to him, but it meant for me that 
I’d eventually be making a fool of myself. “No,” I said. Then I went and told the captain that the 
net was fixed. 
Cleary came out and inspected the net. He nodded, then ordered everyone to hitch the net 
back in. He didn’t ask me who fixed it. 
We went back to work, double-time now to make up for the loss. I stood at the table and 
sorted shrimp from crabs and fish. Garrett was working with the net. 
At three he came up and leaned on my table with his cigarette. 
“So,” he said. “Little bro thinks he’s too good for his big brother.” 
“Piss off,” I said, letting my hand graze too close to the table and getting pinched by a 
crab claw. Garrett raised the cigarette to his lips, took a drag, then blew the smoke into the wind, 
which then came back to my face. 
“He didn’t ask who did it,” I said. “Happy?” 
“Would you have told him?” 
I threw a pair of crabs that were clinging to each other into the bayou. “No. I was going 
to tell him it was Jim. That bastard takes credit for everything.” 
Garrett nodded. We both knew he wasn’t going to thank me. 
“People know about John,” he said. He lifted the cigarette to his lips again, casual as 
ever. “We’re gonna leave tonight.” 
I stopped sorting. “When did they find out?” I didn’t want to ask about how. 
“Been suspecting for a few weeks now. Officially, yesterday.” By yesterday I assumed he 
meant directly before our shift. I wondered if that meant they’d found out about him too, because 
how else could they find out about John? 
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I kept sorting shrimp and crabs, watching my hands move across the table, flicking crabs 
off the boat and swiping shrimp in the bucket. 
“You come too,” he said finally, and I nodded. When he had finished his cigarette, he 
flicked it into the bayou, then stood looking out at the thick water and reeds moving slowly past 
us. He turned around and squeezed me on the shoulder for a second, looking me in the eye, then 
he went back to work. 
I spent the rest of the night in a daze, thinking I needed to be planning but not actually 
making any plans. I couldn’t concentrate, so I ended up just mindlessly sorting until the horizon 
turned purple.  
Our boat stayed out a little later than the others to make up for the lost time with the 
broken net, so when we pulled up to the docks, there was already a line of men moving in and 
out of the ice house, dumping thousands of pounds of shrimp onto the ice. I had to help move 
one of the crates of shrimp to the cooler on the boat, so when I jumped onto the dock, Garrett 
was already gone. I stood there for a few moments, not sure if I should leave or keep working, 
but that’s when I heard the shouts from the ice house. 
Everyone ran to the doorway, where we all crowded for a view. I heard John’s name 
whispered a few times. 
“What happened?” someone said next to me. 
“Fell through the ice. Not sure if they can get him out.” 
I looked up and saw men at the top of the ice pile digging frantically with shovels, tossing 
ice chunks and shrimp over their shoulders.  Judging by the fact that there was no line of men 
tugging on a rope at the bottom of the ice pile, John must’ve not tied himself in before getting up 
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on the ice. Or, more likely, somebody removed the rope before pushing him down into the 
unstable ice. 
Most men looked genuinely scared and concerned for John’s fate, but when I looked 
around more closely I could see a few of them were smiling at some private joke. This made me 
panic, and I pushed my way out of the crush of bodies, getting a few insults and shoves along the 
way. 
I was breathing heavily and I had to put my hands on my knees for a few moments. Guys 
were giving me looks, probably glad they weren’t reacting like me. I felt a hand on my shoulder 
and I jumped up, but it was only Garrett. 
He didn’t say anything, and I don’t think he could at that point. He was winded too. 
“Let’s go,” I said, and he shook his head. But I grabbed his arm and dragged him with 
me, and he was too dazed to fight back. 
I could say that I felt guilty for leaving John there in the ice, but I don’t. In the moments 
when I was pulling Garrett down the dock beside me, I was certain that if I let go of his arm he 
would either run back there and get himself killed, or he would jump into the bayou to be 
swallowed up by the shifting currents forever. So I locked him in the trailer with me, packed our 
things, and then I pushed him in front of me as we high-tailed it out of there. 
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Naked 
 
Claire walked around her apartment naked simply because she didn’t care. Cooking, 
cleaning, reading– all naked. She was on the ninth floor and left the windows open. She could 
have a hundred people watching her every day, a creep could have started recording her 
movements and posting it on the internet. Probably did. But none of it mattered to her. So what. 
She thought she’d never see any of them in real life. A thousand people could watch her 
doing the most private thing and it would make no difference to her because they were all 
strangers. Plenty of days she would go out on her balcony and look down at the world, waving to 
tourists who happened to notice, and she’d smile and think, “Yeah, get a load of this. Here’s 
New York for you. We don’t give a fuck.” 
But then one day somebody recognized her in the grocery store. She was in the dairy 
aisle picking up milk and lunch meat when a man with dark eyes and blonde hair put a hand on 
her arm and said, “Hey. You’re the woman on the ninth floor.” 
She just looked at him. 
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“It’s you. I’m sure it’s you. I see you all the time,” he said. 
Claire pulled her arm from his grasp. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, 
boredom dripping from her voice. But when she got home and put her groceries away, she left 
her clothes on until she went to bed. 
The next morning she woke with the sun on her back. She sat up, realized she was late for 
work, and ran around her apartment in a flurry. When she was almost out the door, she realized 
she forgot her coffee mug on the kitchen table. She ran back to get it, but when she got to the 
kitchen she stopped and walked up to the window. She looked out at the city, at the mass of 
people and buildings spread out before her. 
In the building directly across from her, a naked man stood in a window holding up a 
neon orange sign that said: I SEE YOU. He had blonde hair and was smiling. For a moment she 
was caught in his gaze, a line that tethered her to him in a sea of faces, and she smiled back 
across the vast cavern between them. Then she took a sip of her coffee, turned around, and went 
out the door. 
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Every Boy and His Dog 
 
On the second-to-last night of your vacation, you wake to the sound of thrashing on the 
carpet. Someone turns on a light and you roll over in bed to find your dog Ringo shaking and 
flopping around on the floor between your parents’ bed and your own. The thumping is the 
bloodhound’s head repeatedly hitting the nightstand.  
“Shit,” your father says as he gets out of bed and crouches on top of the dog, steadying 
his body. 
“What's wrong with him?” you ask. 
“It looks like a seizure.” 
 “But he's a dog,” you say. “What can be wrong?” 
“Dogs get sick, just like the rest of us,” your father says. “Can you come hold his head, 
Matthew?” 
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You get out of bed, kneel beside Ringo, and put your hands on either side of his head. His 
eyes are blinking rapidly and his tongue hangs out of his mouth. You try to think if you fed him 
anything unusual or saw him do anything out of the ordinary recently.  
“So he's sick then?” you ask. 
“I'm not sure. There could be a lot of reasons.” 
You stroke one of Ringo’s long ears, hoping to calm him. His ears are the softest fur on 
his body; when he's sleeping you often rub them against your lips for the feel of it. 
“Does he know we’re here?” 
Your father sighs as if he is tiring of your questions, but he is looking at Ringo and 
shaking his head. 
“I don't know,” he says. 
“Well if you ask me,” your mother says, “he's just having a bad dream.” She gets out of 
bed and shuffles across the room in her pink slippers. She pushes aside the blinds on the sliding 
glass door and steps out onto the balcony to smoke a cigarette. 
You and your father stay with Ringo as his thrashing slows to twitching and then finally 
heavy breathing. His tail on the carpet is a much quieter, friendlier thump than the one that woke 
you. 
“Good boy, Ringo,” your father whispers. The dog licks his chops. Your father gets up to 
join your mother out on the balcony. He leaves the door open and the smell of the ocean drifts 
into the room. 
Ringo groans as he lets out a big breath. You lay beside him, avoiding the large spot of 
drool, and listen as he falls back asleep. His breath doesn't smell any better than it did the day 
before, but you don't mind it now.  
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“For the love of God, George, all that dog does is eat and shit and drool everywhere. We 
can't keep it,” you hear your mother say from the balcony. 
“But we can't get rid of it,” your father says. “Especially not now.” 
“What do you mean, especially not now? Of course now. There isn't going to be a better 
time.” 
Your father doesn’t answer. 
Ringo isn't the smartest dog, but you like him well enough. Sometimes he will do stupid 
things like eat cat poop or stick his nose in the fire, but other times he’s funny: he tends to trip 
over his legs and fall in the pool while running around, and he has an uncanny ability to fart 
while he barks. You’re thirteen years old and Ringo’s been around since before you can 
remember; you can’t imagine giving him up. Besides, Ringo is your favorite member of your 
favorite band: what would it symbolize if you gave him away? 
You get up and get a glass of water from the sink in the kitchenette. When you come 
back, your parents are still outside, so you get in bed and turn the light off. 
As your eyes adjust, the room goes from pitch black to grey to velvety blue. There is a 
strip of moonlight leaking in from between the blinds, and it lights a sliver of the table and chairs 
next to the dresser as well as the corner of your bed. You can see the waning and waxing glow of 
your mother's cigarette and your father's elbow resting on the railing through a crack in the 
blinds.  
“Maria,” he says, and it sounds as if it is the wind saying her name rather than your 
father. Your mother finishes her cigarette and stabs it into the ashtray. The wind blows and the 
long blinds sway and clink, allowing you a fragmented view of your mother as she turns to your 
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father and rests her face on his chest. Her blonde hair and white arms around his waist seem to 
reflect the moonlight. 
When the blinds settle, you see only your father's hand moving up and down as he strokes 
her hair. You imagine that the sound of the waves breaking on the sand is your father whispering 
shhhh, shhhh to your mother. 
After minutes of lying in the dark, where you can only hear the shhhh, shhhh getting 
louder and louder in your head, you get out of bed again. The dog is breathing deeply, which 
makes you think that that's what you've been hearing. But then you walk to the door and see that 
your parents are still embracing in the moonlight, which makes you forget about the dog.  
Her head is on his shoulder, and they are swaying like they are dancing to the rhythm of 
the waves. Beyond them is the beach and the ocean and the half-formed moon streaked across 
the water. 
“Dad? Mom?” 
They turn to you but don't break their position, as if they knew you were there all along. 
You don't remember what it was you were going to say. 
Finally, your mother pulls away and looks at the little table with the ashtray, but there are 
no cigarettes there except for the dead ones crumpled in the ash. 
“Everything's fine,” she says, and then opens the sliding door wider so she can slip past 
you. 
Your father sits in one of the two plastic chairs on the balcony and he pats the other one 
as an invitation for you. The Florida night is mild, the same temperature as your skin, and from 
the eighth storey everything looks smaller and farther away, as if you are looking down on a 
fictional landscape or a model instead of the real thing. 
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It’s late, but some windows are still lit in the condominium across from you. There is a 
boy on the fifth floor looking out over the railing of a balcony that is exactly like yours. You 
follow his gaze down to the ground where a group of teens are huddled on the steps of the 
glowing aqua pool. You cannot hear them: their voices must be muted by the wind. 
“That may be you in a few years,” your father says. You think for a second that he means 
the boy on the balcony, but when you look over, your father is watching the kids in the pool. 
“What’s wrong with Mom?” you say. 
“Nothing,” he says, still watching the teens. “She’s just stressed.” 
“She’s mad about Ringo?” 
“No, it’s not that.” 
You look at him, waiting for him to tell you. But when he doesn’t, you sit back in your 
chair until you and your father are carried into a silence that is filled by the waves and the wind 
and the tangy air. It becomes one of those silences where it would be impolite, even impossible, 
for you to speak, like a quiet classroom or a bedroom where someone is sleeping. 
It’s in these moments when you desperately need to crack your knuckles or clear your 
throat. But for once, you manage to sit quietly in your plastic chair, picking out the details in the 
moon, while you wait for your father to speak. Somehow, like when you sense that someone is 
standing behind you, you can tell that your father wants to say something important. He spends 
minutes looking at his thumb rubbing his palm, and then he clasps his hands and looks through 
the black metal bars of the railing. 
 “Ah, there he is,” your father says suddenly, and you look over to see that Ringo has 
appeared in the doorway. He’s been forbidden to come out onto the balcony for fear that he 
Bendixen 81 
 
would find a way to fling himself over, but the dog comes over to you with no trace of guilt in 
his posture. You scratch him behind the ears. 
“You dumb fart,” you whisper to the dog. He wags his tail and lets his mouth drop open 
to pant happily. 
“Should we take him to the vet?” You ask. 
“Nah,” your father says. “He’s fine. Just getting old.” 
“I guess,” you say. You scratch the bloom of white on Ringo’s snout and around his eyes, 
and the dog sits and rests his head on your knee. 
 “Right,” your father says, but it is quiet enough that it could be mistaken as a thought.  
Nobody speaks, and eventually you get up and the dog follows you in. You pause in the 
doorway to watch your father, who still gazes at the ocean, and you are aware in the back of your 
mind that you are remembering this image, this moment of your father quietly contemplating the 
sea. 
 
The next day is unbearably hot, so hot that you debate staying inside to watch TV, but it’s 
the last day of vacation so you and your father are determined not to waste it. 
You are already sweating by the time you reach the beach, and when you look up at the 
flagpole you realize it’s so hot because there’s no wind, none at all. There are still waves, but the 
water seems peaceful and quiet, much clearer than it usually is. You and your father drop the 
chairs and towels on the beach and run directly to the surf. You stay in the water trying to body 
surf until your fingers and toes are pruny, and then the two of you sit on the beach and make 
sand castles by letting wet sand drip through your fists. 
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At noon your mother comes down with sandwiches for lunch. She’s wearing sunglasses 
and a large white sun hat. 
“Lord, it’s hot out here,” she says as she hands you your sandwich, which smells faintly 
of cigarette smoke. But when you bite into the sandwich it’s cold and sweet with extra pickles, 
just what you needed. 
“Weather report says it’s up to a hundred today,” your father says. He sets up a chair for 
your mother and himself. 
“Should’ve left yesterday,” she says, then hands him his sandwich. 
He sighs and sits in the chair. He watches the lazy surf for a few minutes, making deep 
grooves in the sand with his feet. Then he takes a bite of his sandwich. “There’s no cheese,” he 
says.  
“You shouldn’t be eating cheese,” your mother says. She’s looking down at her book. 
You sit up on your towel and look at her. “Why shouldn’t he eat cheese?” you say. She 
looks up and says, “Ask your father.” You look over to him. 
“Bad for my health I guess,” he says, smiling at you. “High cholesterol.” He shrugs and 
keeps eating. 
Your mother makes a “tsk” sound but doesn’t say anything. You look at both of them, but 
neither returns your gaze. You go back to eating your sandwich. 
Somehow, you all manage to stay out in the sun for the rest of the day, though with 
frequent trips to the ocean and pool. When you get up to the condo, everything is dark like the 
sun has burnt your vision, even though there’s still light outside. You go directly to your bed and 
jump on it, though you are still wet and sandy. 
“Matthew!” your mother says. “No one’s cleaning that bed for you tonight.” 
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You take the remote and turn on the TV for the show you’ve been waiting all week to 
watch. Your back and shoulders are badly sunburned, so you spend the show pressing your 
hands to your skin, making white markings that fade back to red. 
Your parents shuffle around in the kitchenette making dinner together, which rarely 
happens when you are at home. They’ve turned on the radio to a soft rock station. Halfway 
through your program, you mother comes and stands in front of the TV.  “Dinner time,” she 
says. 
Normally you would protest, but it’s gotten you nowhere before, and you think to 
yourself that it is vacation after all, so you turn off the TV and join your parents at the table. 
They’ve cooked lasagna: your old favorite. That’s about when you notice Ringo is missing. 
“Where’s Ringo?” you say. He always sits near your feet at the dinner table. 
Both your parents look up, forks in their lasagna. He’s not in the room. 
“Oh my god,” your mother says. She brings her hand to her mouth and turns around to 
look at the balcony. The blinds are drawn, so you get up and push them aside. Ringo is asleep out 
on the balcony. 
“Maria,” your father says. 
“I didn’t mean—I went out for a smoke before lunch and he came with me, and I guess I 
didn’t think…” 
You open the door and step onto the balcony. A breeze has sprung up while you’ve been 
inside, but it’s still muggy. Ringo is on his side, stretched out like he’s sleeping, except that his 
tongue is hanging out of his mouth and there’s no puddle of drool around his head. You crouch 
down and touch him: his is stiff, like a stuffed deer you once touched at your uncle’s house. 
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You stand up, not needing to look any longer to know that he’s dead. You go back inside 
and look at your parents, your mother. 
“Oh my God, honey,” she gets up and comes to hug you, but you push her away. 
Your father goes out to check, and he comes inside and shakes his head. “Must have been 
the heat,” he says.  
You fall on the bed. “How could you,” you say. 
She is crying, apologizing over and over, which does nothing to help. Your father returns 
to the table but doesn’t eat. 
“There’s just been so much stress recently,” she starts saying. “If only I’d been able—” 
“Don’t go blaming it on me,” your father says. 
“Well none of this would have happened if we’d gone home a day earlier, or if we didn’t 
even go on this stupid vacation. Lord knows we can’t be dealing with this right now.” 
“You did it on purpose,” you say. 
“No, she didn’t,” your father says. 
“She hates him; this has been her plan all along.” 
“Don’t say that.” 
You look at your mother. “I hate you.” 
She stares at you with her arms crossed and her lip quivering, but her gaze is steady. 
“Tell him,” she says. 
“No, Maria, this isn’t the right time—” 
“There’s never going to be a right time. Tell him.” 
They stare at each other. Neither moves. “Your father’s sick,” your mother says finally, 
still looking at your father. 
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“What?” 
Your father rubs a hand down his face. 
“Dad?” 
“I’m sorry,” he says. Your mother leaves the room, picking up her purse along the way. 
You hear the condo door slam. 
“Why didn’t you tell me? How sick?” 
“We were going to wait until after we got back home.” 
You are still sitting on the bed, and suddenly you are aware that you have a layer of sand 
stuck to the back of your thighs. Your father is slumped in his chair, and the room seems eerily 
quiet. You can’t even hear the ocean.  
“Where’d Mom go?” 
He doesn’t answer, just rests his elbows on the table and puts his head in his hands. “I’m 
sorry,” he says again. 
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Silk Painting 
 
The next morning, despite everything, Margaret took Drew to the outdoor market she 
shopped at every Saturday. He trailed her through the crowded aisles as she pointed out the fresh 
foods and antiques. When she wasn’t looking, he would occasionally reach out to touch the folds 
of her cotton dress, then let them fall through his fingers.  
She slowed when she reached a booth selling shrubs and terrariums, then stopped to 
smell the flowers on a tea olive shrub. 
“Mmm,” she said, turning to him, “These smell like heaven.” 
He crossed his hands behind his back, leaned forward toward the shrub, and inhaled 
deeply, though he was still several feet away from the flowers. “I could die right now,” he said. 
He opened his eyes and smiled at her.  
She returned his gaze for a moment, but then looked away and exclaimed, “Oh! 
Persimmons.” She walked over to the fruit stand and picked up a yellow-orange persimmon. 
“These must be the first of the season.” 
Bendixen 87 
 
Margaret contemplated the fruit, and he came up behind her. She turned around and 
jumped slightly, then stepped back.  
“Stop that,” she said. 
“Stop what?” 
She laid the fruit back on the stack behind her. “Standing so close. Give me some space,” 
she said. 
He smiled down at her. “I was just trying to get to the persimmons, and you’re in my 
way,” he said. He reached around her to take the persimmon she had returned to the pile. 
“Besides,” he said. “It’s nice out, and you can’t blame me for trying to have some fun on my last 
day here.” 
She raised her eyebrow at him. “Fun. Right.” 
He picked out two more persimmons, then paid for them and they continued walking. 
Around them the market was alive with its regular Saturday morning bustle: customers 
haggling with vendors, families licking from ice cream cones, old couples moving slowly 
through the crowd like pebbles rolling across the bottom of a river. Sweat trickled down necks as 
the sun came on stronger and stronger, and people kicked dirt onto each other’s sandaled feet. 
“I was thinking,” Margaret began as they squeezed by a group of women standing in the 
middle of the walkway, “for your mother's birthday, you should get her a silk painting from an 
artist here called Claude. He sets up a booth over there,” she said, pointing. “When we were 
talking on the phone the other day she mentioned how she was looking for something to fill the 
wall above her toilet in the master bath, and I think one of those would be perfect.” 
Drew, who had fallen behind her again, caught up after he passed the group of women. 
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“I’m still baffled that you like talking to my mother,” he said. He threw a persimmon in 
the air, then another, and then the third so he was juggling them. Someone bumped him from the 
side and he managed to catch them all before they dropped. “And you already have a gift idea for 
her when I’ve been thinking for like, days. How do you do it?” he said. 
She rolled her eyes at his little stunt. “First of all, put those away before you drop them or 
hit somebody. And what can I say, we women have magical powers when it comes to gift-
giving.” 
“I know loads of women who think socks and gift cards are good gifts.” 
“Maybe it’s just me then; I’m psychic,” she said, stopping at a stand displaying samples 
of local honey. She reached out to take a sample stick from a jar of white honey. 
“Ah-ha, I knew it,” he said. 
She rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh.” He watched her put the sample stick in her mouth and nod 
slowly. She looked at him, took it out of her mouth, and said, “Reminds me of home.” 
“You mean here or California?” 
“Try it,” she said, pointing at the jar with her stick. 
He took a sample. “I see. Home, home. Mammoth.” 
“It tastes just like the hard candy from Jeremiah’s,” she said. She turned over an 
unopened jar to look at the price on the bottom. “I’m getting it,” she said. 
She paid the vendor and they moved on to a stand containing artisan chocolates. After a 
few minutes of Drew convincing her to try exotic flavors such as Mexican chili and bacon-
ginger, they decided to take a break and get a drink at the lemonade stand. 
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They walked with their drinks to a bench at the edge of the market that looked out over 
the Hudson River. There was a small patch of green to their left where a group of children played 
tag around a man peddling with his saxophone. 
They drank their lemonade in silence for a few minutes, watching the children and 
absorbing the sunshine and river breeze. 
When the saxophone player paused between songs, Drew asked, “So, do you think you’ll 
ever go back?” 
“Hmm?” Margaret said, her straw still in her mouth. 
“Oh, you know, when you want to settle down, have kids, all that. Would you come back 
to Mammoth?” 
Margaret rested the sweating cup on her knee. “Settle down? You can’t really expect me 
to answer that,” she shook her head at him, “Kids! I can barely plan till next week, what with all 
the work projects I’m juggling right now.” 
Drew held up his hands. “Okay, okay. I was just asking a friendly question.” 
“Well, that’s what you get when your ‘friendly questions’ seriously probe into someone 
else’s life,” Margaret said, but then she leaned back and rubbed her hand across her face. “I’m 
sorry,” she said after a few moments, “I’m just dealing with a lot right now.” 
Drew looked at the choppy river. “Uh-huh,” he said. 
When it was quiet he looked back at her. She had closed her eyes and turned her face to 
the wind. “But what about last night?” he asked. 
She opened her eyes. “What about it.” 
“Is that on your mind?” 
She sighed. “I told you, I didn’t mean it to be that way.”  
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Drew looked down at his hands on his knees and nodded. He got up and threw his plastic 
cup away, then returned to the bench. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “The last thing I wanted to do during your visit was to get us into 
this sort of thing again.” 
“Why do you always do this?” Drew said. “Why is it that whenever we get close, 
whenever something happens, you always say it’s a mistake? We’ve sure as hell made a lot of 
mistakes over the years.” 
“Yes, we have,” she said. She held his gaze. 
“Well then,” he said after a few seconds. “I should be the one who’s sorry. Shouldn’t 
have brought it up. We were drunk, and that’s all there was to it. Right?” He smiled with closed 
lips, making a thin upturned line across his face. 
She sighed and turned away. Drew crossed his arms and leaned back against the bench. 
They both gazed at the water, at the city across the river, searching. 
He stood and stretched. “We should split up,” he said. 
“What?” 
“So you have time to finish shopping before the market closes. I’ll go get the painting 
and you get everything else you need.” 
“But I wanted to—” 
“Hey, if I can’t think of the idea myself, then at least I can pick out the right painting for 
her. I’ll be quick.”  
He walked back toward the market, dodging running children. She stood, smoothed her 
floral dress, and followed behind at a slower pace. 
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She continued shopping, buying parsnips and eggplant, some goat cheese and a 
strawberry danish to snack on. Eventually she passed the food and began looking at the other 
items for sale: clothes, hats, jewelry. One booth was selling hand-painted scarves, where she 
stopped and tried one on, wrapping it around her head and neck like a headscarf. She put her 
sunglasses on and stood looking in the mirror, turning this way and that. 
“What are you doing, Margaret?” she mumbled. She removed the scarf and continued 
walking. 
She was rifling through a stack of cheap watercolors at a booth that sold a little bit of 
everything when Drew found her again. 
“Okay, let’s go,” he said. He had a long, paper-wrapped rectangle under his arm. 
“Which one did you get?” Margaret asked. She fell in behind him as they weaved through 
the last-minute shoppers. Vendors were beginning to pack up their wares and break down their 
tents. 
“I didn’t get one,” he said. 
“Really? Then what’s that?” 
“Something else.” 
She scoffed. “Well, can I see it?” 
“No, I don’t want to mess up the wrapping.” 
They left the crowd and the market behind and walked toward the subway. “I could do it; 
I’ll be careful,” she said. 
“Why do you care?” 
“Your mom is my friend too. I want to make sure you don’t inflict your poor taste on 
her.” 
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“Poor taste,” he said. 
“A picture of John Lennon throwing a peace sign in front of the Statue of Liberty is not 
going to look good in her bathroom.” 
“I think it will,” Drew said. They entered the subway and were momentarily separated in 
the crush of people. Margaret had to catch his arm to keep him from running to the wrong train. 
“Ours isn’t here yet,” she said, then nodded toward the train that was pulling away, 
“Unless you want to go all the way to Coney Island?” 
He shook his head and they kept walking. She let go of his arm. 
They waited for the train near a woman who was singing and playing the accordion. She 
had dreadlocks and a smoker’s voice, which meshed well with the wheezy instrument. The pair 
didn’t speak as they listened to her play “Fast Car” and “Piano Man.” 
The train pulled up and they got on and sat down. Other than two children fighting near 
the door, the car was silent. 
“So, where do you want to go after we drop this stuff off at the apartment?” said 
Margaret. “I think we still have time to go to the High Line or Chelsea Market if you want.” 
“You know, I think I’d actually like to just go back and take a nap before my flight. I’m 
beat.” 
“Oh, yeah. Of course. We could do that,” she said. He leaned his head back against the 
window and closed his eyes. Margaret watched the people get on and off the car until it was their 
stop, then she woke him and led him back to her apartment.  
She went to the kitchen to put away her groceries while he went to lie down in the extra 
bedroom. When she was done, she leaned against the counter and looked out the window, at the 
sun rays slanting across the city and the cars reflecting the light like streaks of silver.  
Bendixen 93 
 
Drew had left the rectangle leaning against the wall near the door. Margaret went over to 
it and picked it up, feeling its heft. She turned it around in her hands, then put it on the dining 
room table and slowly lifted the tape on the paper until it was completely unwrapped. 
It was a silk painting of abstracted birds of paradise on a field of shifting blues. The 
brushstrokes from the artist were visible, and she rubbed her finger across the signature on the 
bottom right hand corner. 
After a few minutes she rewrapped it and leaned it against the door, then paced around 
her apartment until the sun was almost set. She peeked down the hallway and saw the door to the 
guest bedroom was ajar; she pushed it aside slowly so it wouldn’t creak. The room was normal 
by city standards, but it was really only large enough for a double bed, a nightstand, and a half-
size set of drawers.  
He was on his stomach, head turned away from her, covers in a mess around his legs. The 
sun coming in from the single window was crawling across the bed, almost to his face. She 
walked around the bed and lay next to him on her stomach, resting her head on her hands. 
He opened his eyes. 
“Hi,” she said. 
The corner of his mouth turned up. “Did you like it?” he asked. 
“It was exactly the one I would have picked,” she said. 
“I thought so,” he said. 
The sun was warming her back, inching across the covers until it brightened his nose, his 
eyes, his hair. She held her hand up so his eyes were shaded. 
“Your hair looks red in the sunlight,” he said. 
“Thanks,” she said. “Yours doesn’t. It’s just a shinier brown.” 
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He smiled wider. “That’s fine by me.” 
She smiled back. “Me too.”  
After a few moments, he said, “We should get up.” 
“Okay,” she said. But still they lay on the bed, the sun strewn across their bodies, until it 
was time to leave. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
